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ABSTRACT 
 This mixed methods study furthers understanding of how postsecondary 
institutions have responded to increased requirements to assess student learning 
adopted in 2005 by the Commission on Institutions of Higher Education (CIHE), 
an accrediting body within the regional accreditor the New England Association 
of Schools and Colleges (NEASC). The quantitative phase of the study included 
a 37-question survey completed by 77 institutions who hold CIHE accreditation. 
The survey explored institutional characteristics, the practices institutions have in 
place to support assessment of student learning, and if these practices had 
changed since the adoption of assessment focused accreditation standards in 
2005. Following a review of descriptive statistics, a Chi-Square analysis tested 
the association of five institutional characteristics (setting, non-profit status, 
institutional category, highest degree awarded, and enrollment size) against sets 
of survey questions related to assessment policy, structures, or support. Three 
distinct moderately strong relationships were found between institutional 
 vi 
enrollment size and the existence of 1) a central assessment office, 2) an 
institutional policy for assessment, and 3) centralized assessment budgeting.  
The qualitative phase of the study included 10 in-depth interviews to 
explore institutional responses in detail and to understand the motivations behind 
the institutional responses. Analysis of the interview coding revealed four 
themes: perceived benefits (broader institutional benefit as motivating factor), 
legitimacy (approaches sought to reinforce legitimacy); institutional need 
(alignment with existing practices/structures); and stakeholder buy-in (ensuring 
continued relevance). 
The quantitative and qualitative phases of this study together raised four 
key findings. First, that institutions have responded to more formally assess 
student learning, particularly following a 2005 change in CIHE accreditation 
standards. Second, that institutional characteristics (such as public vs. private) 
are not the primary drivers of how institutions respond. Third, assessment 
support is strongly driven by unique institutional needs. Fourth, that assessment 
is becoming less about “assessment” and meeting external requirements, but is 
now frequently being positioned as a way to create broader value for an 
organization and inform strategy development. Considering these overall findings 
the study then presents potential implications for practice and discussion of 
future research possibilities.  
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CHAPTER ONE: RESEARCH OVERVIEW AND RATIONALE 
Background 
In the past century there has existed a strong consensus that institutions 
of higher education in the United States have been the unquestionable world 
leaders in the academic preparation of students. However, there has been a 
recent and undeniable drumbeat resounding across the postsecondary 
educational landscape in the United States that is now too loud to ignore. At first 
an unfamiliar sound in the distance, a drumbeat for accountability across the 
United States has become clear: increased scrutiny of higher education in the 
United States has led to questions of accountability and as a result, the public 
has begun to question a previously assumed return on their tuition investments. 
This critical focus on educational value during a time of depressed economic 
conditions has created a strong public and legislative desire for the 
documentation of academic outcomes, including more explicit measurements of 
student learning.  
Historically, higher education in the United States has been an industry 
which flourished through independence and self-regulation, predominantly in the 
form of regional accreditation agencies. These agencies have a self-governing 
structure driven by its membership. Through a collaborative process the 
accreditation agency maintains a set of standards which institutions are expected 
to meet in order to be accredited. Accreditation is seen as “an expression of 
confidence in the institution's purposes, performances, and human and financial 
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resources. The goals are effectiveness, improvement and public assurance.” 
(New England Association of Schools and Colleges, 2012).  Institutions are 
evaluated against standards through an ongoing basis in a system which 
includes documentation, peer review, and site visitations.  
When the United States Congress awarded educational benefits to 
returning veterans in 1944, the federal government began to rely on these 
accrediting agencies to provide lists of quality institutions to determine eligibility 
for federal funding. The federal government’s reliance on non-governmental, 
private, professional organizations to act as gatekeepers and insurers of quality 
in postsecondary institutions solidified a system of self-governance and 
autonomy for institutions of higher education in the United States. This system 
has now become an important symbol of trust and excellence to a public in 
search of quality educational programs. 
However, with calls for accountability and transparency increasing these 
autonomous bodies are now facing increased pressures from key stakeholders 
including students, parents, and the federal government. Although these 
stakeholders often acknowledge the great postsecondary education 
accomplishments of the past, with tuition costs escalating they have begun to 
question whether a system of voluntary peer review is adequate to ensure the 
highest level of accountability for tuition dollars, which are largely financed 
through federal student aid programs. The question presented is, does our 
current system of voluntary accreditation appropriately hold institutions 
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accountable to students, parents, and society?  And if it does not, do state and 
federal governments need to intervene? 
As increases in tuition have created public inquiries into the value and 
outcomes of higher education, one of the leading calls for public accountability 
has been for increased transparency in student learning. The federal government 
of the United States, which invests heavily in postsecondary education through 
the federal student financial assistance program, has been a leading force in this 
drive for accountability in student learning. Beginning with the 1992 
reauthorization of the Higher Education Act of 1965, the US Congress inserted 
new accountability language requiring existing accrediting bodies to seek 
evidence from postsecondary institutions on levels of student learning. This 
increased pressure on institutions was only further heightened in 2006 when the 
Secretary of Education’s Commission on the Future of Higher Education 
released its report titled A Test of Leadership. This highly cited report concluded 
that there is much within U.S. higher education that “requires urgent reform” 
(U.S. Department of Education, 2006, p. vi).  In addition to calling for increased 
availability of information on basic institutional characteristics and costs, the 
commission pushed for assessment of student learning as an essential aspect of 
accountability by noting “a remarkable absence of accountability mechanisms to 
ensure that colleges succeed in educating students” (vii).  
 Through much of this debate, the federal government has relied on the 
system of independent regional accreditors to ensure postsecondary institutions 
 4 
meet minimum quality expectations. But does the current system of accreditation 
in the United States hold institutions “accountable” for student learning? Are 
students receiving the appropriate levels of education for increasingly expensive 
degrees? While accreditation standards offer assurances that institutions meet 
minimum requirements, those requirements were historically defined through 
organizational metrics – how many faculty does the institution have, does it have 
a library, is there faculty governance – but do those qualities indicate institutions 
are effectively educating students? In response to questions such as these, 
accreditation agencies across the United States have adopted new or revised 
standards which have become increasingly explicit in requiring postsecondary 
institutions to formally account and provide evidence for student learning.  
As an example of this trend, in 2005 the New England Association of 
Schools and Colleges (NEASC) Commission on Institutions of Higher Education 
(CIHE) adopted accreditation standards that included “Assessment of Student 
Learning” as a category within “Standard Four: The Academic Program”.  This 
standard requires that “the institution implements and supports a systematic and 
broad-based approach to the assessment of student learning focused on 
educational improvement through understanding what and how students are 
learning through their academic program and, as appropriate, through 
experiences outside the classroom” (Commission on Institutions of Higher 
Education, 2010, p. 12). This change represented a fundamental shift in how 
accreditation accounts for educational quality – moving beyond historically 
 5 
viewed institutional characteristics and towards more direct student learning 
outcomes – and is in part a response to increased public concerns. 
These new standards have necessitated that postsecondary institutions 
respond, at various levels within the institution, by engaging in activities such as 
the development of learning goals, coordination of learning assessment activities, 
and the capturing of required information. While the new accreditation 
requirements to assess student learning by themselves are an important change, 
the institutional responses to these changes will be of great importance and hold 
remarkable weight in the future autonomy and governance of higher education. 
Institutional responses to existing requirements to document student learning will 
be a critical element of future policy discussions on federal and state roles in 
institutional accountability. As institutions continue to advocate for the existing 
system of self-regulation, stakeholders will turn an inquiring eye towards 
institutional responses to recent accountability initiatives, such as those focused 
on student learning. However, despite the critical importance of these institutional 
responses to new accreditation standards which mandate the assessment of 
student learning, there exists little research into the topic. 
Research Study Overview 
This study documented how institutions responded organizationally to 
advance the assessment of student learning in their organizations, through both 
quantitative and qualitative methods. Institutions included in this research sample 
were accredited by the Commission on Institutions of Higher Education (CIHE) of 
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the New England Association of Schools and Colleges (NEASC), a leading 
regional accreditor of postsecondary institutions. Recent CIHE accreditation 
standards and initiatives have required institutions to provide documentation for 
more explicit assessment of student learning, but did not require any specific 
organizational structure be adopted to accomplish this. Therefore, there exists a 
potential for institutions to respond in different ways while still fulfilling 
accreditation standards. Institutional data for this research study was collected 
through two stages. 
In the first stage, a survey was administered to the President or equivalent 
chief executive officer at institutions which had undergone an accreditation site 
visit and review within a recent 5 year period. The purpose of this survey was to 
ascertain institutional responses to systematically assess student learning 
following the increased assessment expectations of CIHE. The survey included 
questions to assess if institutional structures are in place to support assessment, 
the existence of formal policies to require learning assessment, and where 
responsibility for driving learning assessment processes resided within the 
institution. Institutions were also asked if structures had been created after 2005, 
when increased assessment standards were put into place. Survey responses 
painted a picture of institutions with an awareness of the need to assess student 
learning, but the breadth of their support mechanisms varied. Some had mature 
assessment processes that offered formal support structures, accountability, and 
use for student learning outcomes, while others had less formalized structures or 
 7 
activity. Following collection of all survey responses, the gathered information 
was analyzed to first determine the overall characteristics of the institutional 
responses to assess student learning, and then investigated to determine if any 
variations in responses existed by institutional classification1.  
The second stage of the study utilized individual interviews to gain a 
deeper understanding of the institutional response, as well as seek to information 
on the motivating factors behind the institutions response that were difficult to 
capture on the survey. The interviews were selected from a total of 38 survey 
participants who elected to be considered for an interview and provided contact 
information. Based on their survey responses schools where then classified as 
having a high level of response to facilitate student learning assessment, or a low 
level of response. A sample of five schools from each group were then randomly 
selected. In total, 10 organizations were therefore selected for interviews: five 
institutions that appeared to have a relatively minimal organizational response to 
the NEASC requirements, and five which had a relatively high organizational 
response.  
The availability of both survey and interview data provided a rich context 
for analyzing organizational responses. Demographic information captured on 
the survey were analyzed to determine statistically significant differences in 
approaches by institutional characteristics, and the interviews provided context 
                                                            
1 For the purposes of this study, “types” of institutions were classified as: public or private; urban, 
suburban, or rural; highest degree awarded, and a size classification based on the Carnegie 
Classification of Institutions of Higher Education. 
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and insights into motivations on why institutions had responded in their specific 
ways.  
Specifically, this study addresses the following research questions: 
 Have institutions responded organizationally to support the new 
requirements of the CIHE to more explicitly assess student learning 
by establishing formal policy, authority, and support for 
assessment? 
 Has the presence of formal policies or support structures for 
learning assessment changed since the 2005 adoption of the 
NEASC standards supporting assessment?  
 Through the application of an assessment framework which 
classifies each institutional response based on common 
assessment program elements, do institutional responses vary? 
 Does the existence or absence of assessment program 
characteristics vary significantly across any institutional 
characteristics (ie. type and size)?  
 What are the primary factors influencing why institutions have 
chosen their particular approach to advancing the assessment of 
student learning? 
Significance of the Research 
The significance of this study is to provide insight into emerging 
institutional responses to revised accreditation standards which emphasize 
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student learning. There exists an unprecedented push in the United States to 
critically examine postsecondary education and its ability to demonstrate student 
learning and remain accountable to the public. As the historical gatekeepers of 
quality educational offerings, accreditation agencies will play an important role in 
prompting institutions to become more explicit in student learning. A failure on 
the part of accreditation agencies or the institutions themselves to document 
learning outcomes more explicitly would likely lead to unprecedented federal 
involvement in the oversight of higher education in the United States.   
Emerging institutional responses can play a pivotal role in the direction of 
future federal regulations by demonstrating progress and the continued ability of 
self-regulation to advance change and ensure accountability. However, despite 
the importance of institutional responses there exists no research demonstrating 
these responses following the increased focus on student learning in regional 
accreditation standards. If institutions respond in a positive manner which 
increases public confidence, future increases in federal oversight could be 
minimized. Today, however, there is no clear understanding and only anecdotal 
evidence exists on how institutions are beginning to respond to these 
accreditation standards. This study is a pivotal first step towards gaining an 
understanding of institutional responses by documenting institutional response 
characteristics, how responses varied, and providing initial understanding into the 
motivations behind those responses.   
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CHAPTER TWO: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
Historical Foundation 
The historical development of governance structures in higher education 
was primarily derived from two models: French and English. The French model 
was characterized by the struggles of the University of Paris to govern itself 
from under the chancellor of the Cathedral of Notre Dame. This struggle 
resulted from the view that higher education was to be integrated into the 
ecclesiastical structure, allowing the chancellor to prescribe curricula and control 
who could teach. This greatly limited the power of the University of Paris to 
govern itself and make independent decisions. The second model, the English 
model, arose from the formation of Oxford and Cambridge Universities – both 
institutions which were autonomous from external governance. These medieval 
colleges became self-governing communities where fellows judged the quality of 
their peers and controlled who entered the community membership (Vught & 
Westerheijden, 1994).  
Similar in structure to the English model, postsecondary institutions in the 
United States were initially formed as private, autonomous entities. This 
autonomy was tested in 1816 when the legislature of the State of New 
Hampshire granted the governor power to appoint college officials at Dartmouth 
College, and created a state board of overseers with power to veto Dartmouth’s 
own board of trustees. As a private institution, Dartmouth challenged this action 
in the United States Supreme Court on the basis that it violated the College’s 
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charter. In 1819 the court upheld Dartmouth’s independence in a landmark case 
and invalidated the State of New Hampshire’s actions (Dartmouth College v. 
Woodward, 1819).  
As postsecondary institutions continued to grow in the United States 
“higher education was becoming more accessible, and many politicians and 
educators wanted to make it possible for all young Americans to receive some 
sort of advanced education” (United States Department of State, n.d.). This 
sentiment led to the passage of the Morrill Land Grant Act, sponsored by Justin 
Morrill of Vermont. This act, passed in 1862, granted individual states “30,000 
acres of public land for every member of its congressional delegation…the states 
were to sell this land and use the proceeds to establish colleges in engineering, 
agriculture and military science.”  The majority of these publically funded colleges 
“grew, with additional state aid, into large public universities which over the years 
have educated millions” of students (United States Department of State, n.d.). As 
state funded institutions, state legislators gained oversight capabilities, however 
institutions continued to enjoy a majority of the freedoms of their private 
counterparts.  
As postsecondary institutions in the United States grew during this time 
common concerns and challenges arose, such as the treatment of admissions 
standards. To address challenges such as these, college and university 
administrators sought to create a professional organization to provide guidance 
on fundamental levels of resources and program quality. As a result of this 
 12 
effort, the New England Association of Colleges and Secondary Schools2 was 
formed in 1885 to bring together postsecondary leaders to design admission 
standards and address common problems. The creation of additional 
associations followed and in 1906 a national context was added when the 
National Association of State Universities convened to discuss admissions 
criteria and the feasibility of accrediting institutions using the four existing 
regional organizations at the time. In 1909 accreditation standards were 
developed by each of the regional associations and the first list of accredited 
institutions appeared in 1913 (Young, 1983). The birth of self-regulation for 
postsecondary institutions in the United States had occurred.  
Accrediting agencies gained national prominence following passage of the 
Serviceman’s Readjustment Act, commonly called the G.I. Bill, in 1944. This bill 
provided federally financed postsecondary educational benefits to the large 
numbers of servicemen returning from World War II, opening the doors of higher 
education to a large segment of the population. However, with this increased 
infusion of federal funds into the postsecondary system came the potential for 
abuse, which did occur with the opening of questionable schools seemingly 
overnight. As the US Congress debated a bill to provide additional federally 
financed benefits to veterans returning from the Korean War, strategies were 
debated on preventing the abuses which occurred with the original GI Bill. In 
                                                            
2 In 1954 the New England Association of Colleges and Secondary Schools changed titles to 
become the New England Association of Schools and Colleges (NEASC). 
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1952 the US Congress signed into law the Veteran’s Readjustment Assistance 
Act, which granted authority for the United States Commissioner of Education to 
begin to officially recognize schools who could receive federal funds through 
educational benefits. This distinction was reached through compromise, as 
originally the Veterans Administration was to carry out the task of identifying 
qualified institutions. This change occurred after educational associations of the 
time urged the Congress to provide the Commissioner of Education3 oversight 
authority and utilize the existing regional associations, who had developed 
accreditation standards, to provide lists of quality institutions. This action 
avoided deeper federal regulation of higher education and established a 
reliance on the process of accreditation to act as the gatekeeper and promoter 
of quality in higher education. 
Over time, the federal relationship with accreditors increased in formality 
to meet the needs of managing a larger list of accreditors. In the Higher 
Education Act of 1965, Congress gave the responsibility of identifying 
institutions eligible for increased federal program funds to the Office of 
Education. To manage this responsibility the Office of Education created the 
Accreditation and Institutional Eligibility Staff in 1968, later renamed the Division 
of Eligibility and Agency Evaluation. The charge of the Accreditation and 
Institutional Eligibility Staff included four main sets of responsibilities: develop 
                                                            
3 In 1952 the United States Commissioner of Education was the head of the Bureau of Education, 
a government unit located within the Department of The Interior. The position ceased to exist in 
1980 with the creation of the cabinet level Department of Education. 
 14 
policies and review procedures for postsecondary institutional accreditation and 
funding eligibility; administer the funding eligibility process; manage the process 
of accreditor’s initial and renewed recognition by the Commissioner of 
Education; and provide administrative support to these processes.  
The United States Commissioner of Education also created an Advisory 
Committee on Accreditation and Institutional Eligibility to play an essential 
advisory role in policy formation. Over time, the Advisory Committee on 
Accreditation and Institutional Eligibility made a number of policy 
recommendations to modernize eligibility criteria for federal funding, such as a 
systematic reevaluation of eligible accreditors, definitions of the scope of 
approved accreditors, and the institutional review policies of accreditors4 
(Proffitt, 1980). Today there exist nineteen regional, faith, or career focused 
institutional accrediting organizations which accredit 7,006 institutions, and 
sixty-one programmatic accreditation agencies which accredit 19,453 schools or 
programs (Council for Higher Education Accreditiation, 2008).  
Rising Scrutiny of Accreditation 
 While the governance of postsecondary institutions in the United States 
through a system of accreditation has largely remained stable, its critics have 
increased, making it clear that complacency in higher education has become its 
biggest threat.  “For over 50 years, the United States could rightfully claim to 
                                                            
4 Examples of accreditor institutional review policies include the use of self-studies by 
postsecondary institutions, on site institutional visits, and a documented system of due process.  
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have the finest system of higher education in the world in terms of access, 
graduates, and research. Today, this basic assumption is under challenge.” 
(National Commission on Accountability in Higher Education, 2005, p. 6)  The 
convergence of increased costs, higher enrollments, and a trend towards 
educational consumerism have led society and academics themselves to re-
examine the role of higher education in the United States. Higher education 
today is no longer a system reserved for society’s elite, but it is viewed as a 
larger public asset that offers both societal and economic benefits.   
 Challenges to the existing system of accreditation are not 
unprecedented. In 1965, accreditation came under intense scrutiny with 
passage of the Nurse Training Act. This law called for nursing education 
programs to be accredited not only institutionally, but also hold an additional 
specialty accreditation specific to nursing programs. This requirement caused 
great friction between educational associations and the nursing community, 
which led to a provision in the Nurse Training Act that allowed the 
Commissioner of Education to “accredit” individual nurse training programs. 
With this power the federal government now had the ability to circumvent the 
accreditation agencies by designing federal program standards and awarding 
federal accreditation. However, the Commissioner of Education was not 
comfortable with the precedence this power would establish and asked 
Congress to remove the authority in 1968, before it was ever utilized (Proffitt, 
1979). Had this provision succeeded, the role and importance of independent 
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accreditors would have fundamentally changed.   
Much of the recent debate over higher education has focused on the role 
of accreditation and its ability, or inability, to enact changes which foster 
accountability and transparency, particularly related to student learning. 
Originally created to serve the internally-based needs of its members (the 
postsecondary institutions themselves), accreditation agencies have arguably 
been slow to meet the increased public demands placed upon them. The 
frequency of articles in The Chronicle of Higher Education with a keyword of 
“accreditation” increased 90% during the 10-year period beginning in 1999 
(table 2.1)5. Scholarly research on this topic has also increased. In the 5-year 
period beginning in 1999, only 9 scholarly peer reviewed articles were located in 
the ERIC database using the subject term “accreditation” with “higher education” 
or “postsecondary education”. In the following 5-year period beginning in 2004, 
the number of articles increased to 247 articles. From 2009 through 2011, an 
additional 166 articles appeared (table 2.2)6.  
  
                                                            
5 A search was conducted on November 11, 2011 using the Academic OneFile database. The 
specific query used in the search was “Keyword (Accreditation) And Publication Title ("The 
Chronicle of Higher Education")”. The specific date parameters used were “Date (1999-01-01 - 
2003-12-31)” and “Date (2004-01-01 - 2008-12-31)” 
6 A search was conducted on November 11, 2011 using the ERIC online article database. The 
specific search term used was “(su("postsecondary education") OR su("higher education")) AND 
su("accreditation")”. The “peer-reviewed” criteria box was selected, and the final article count 
used was based on the number of “scholarly article” publication types listed. The specific date 
ranges used within the search were years “1999-2003” and “2004-2008”; and “on or after January 
1, 2009”. 
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Table 2.1: Frequency of Accreditation Articles 
Range 
(Years): Article Count: 
1999–2003 101 
2004–2008 192 
 
Table 2.2: Frequency of Scholarly Accreditation Articles 
Range (Years): Journal 
Articles: 
1999–2003 9 
2004–2008 247 
2009–2011 166 
 
This increased concern over accountability in the current system of 
accreditation has been acknowledged by the Council for Higher Education 
Accreditation (CHEA). This association, which has a membership of over 3,000 
postsecondary institutions, has a mission which includes “promoting academic 
quality through formal recognition of higher education accrediting bodies” and 
works “to advance self-regulation through accreditation” (Council for Higher 
Education Accreditiation, 2011). CHEA examines pressing issues surrounding 
accreditation in the United Sates and has recently focused on four key 
principles, one of which is “Acknowledging and acting on appropriate 
accountability is a key element in sustaining credibility to federal and state 
government, students, and the public.”  This clear focus on accountability 
 18 
represents the importance it has now taken within the national conversation of 
postsecondary education and accreditation. 
National media and research think tanks have also aggressively begun to 
question higher education’s ability to self-govern. In Lane’s higher education 
“spiderweb of oversight” he found the media to “be the most influential of all 
latent oversight mechanisms because of its ability to inform and influence the 
general public and legislators” (Lane, 2007, p. 629).  Research think-tanks also 
have the ability to inform the general public and legislators. Both the national 
media and research think-tanks have increased their focus on issues of cost, 
access, and transparency in their coverage of postsecondary institutions. This 
coverage fosters a continued public examination of the relationship between the 
federal government and postsecondary accreditors in the United States. 
An example of a think tank report is by the Center for American Progress, 
an organization that notably gained influence with the 2009 arrival of the Obama 
administration in Washington. In their report, Putting the Customer First in 
College, the Center for American Progress places the argument of a free market 
system and educational consumerism back on higher education by advocating 
for the creation of an “Office of Consumer Protection in Higher Education”. This 
office, to be located in the federal Department of Education, would include an 
ombudsman to ensure that students are empowered with “truth in education” 
data transparency. The office would also produce a “College Customer Bill of 
Rights” and ensure that educational institutions are following appropriate 
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consumer protection practices. The Center emphasizes that this information 
would be useful to low-income students who currently lack the information 
needed to make an informed education decision in relation to their personal 
situations (Soares, 2009). This argument is similar to a federal report on 
educational consumerism released in 19757, which demonstrated the federal 
government’s first calls for broader educational oversight by defining students 
as consumers. With this argument still continuing today, it demonstrates how 
little the United States has progressed in this area. 
In 2005 the federal government again cited accountability and 
transparency as major concerns within the postsecondary environment with the 
formation of former U.S. Secretary of Education Margaret Spelling’s 
Commission on the Future of Higher Education. This Commission, while 
acknowledging the past successes of higher education in the United States, 
concludes that “we must not be blind to the less inspiring realities of 
postsecondary education in our country” and there is “much that requires urgent 
reform” (U.S. Department of Education, 2006, p. ix). One of the six findings of 
this report was the issue of “transparency and accountability” in higher 
education. The Commission found that higher education in the United States 
has “no comprehensive strategy…to provide either adequate internal 
accountability systems or effective public information” (p. 4). With this statement 
                                                            
7 Toward a Federal Strategy for Protection of the Consumer of Education: Report of the 
Subcommittee on Educational Consumer Protection, 1975 
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the Commission recognized that the current system of postsecondary 
accreditation in the United States is not providing adequate accountability for a 
system that is heavily reliant on public funding. “Policymakers need more 
comprehensive data to help them decide whether the national investment in 
higher education is paying off and how taxpayer’s dollars could be used more 
effectively”(p. 14).  
The release of the commission’s findings continued an irreversible 
discussion on the future regulation of higher education, which has only been 
expedited by individual states, in particular those facing budgetary concerns. A 
focus on cost has facilitated questions related to postsecondary accountability 
and if taxpayers are receiving appropriate outcomes for their investment in 
postsecondary education. This examination has led to systematic changes at 
the state level. In South Carolina, legislation pre-filed prompted Clemson 
University to begin posting every financial transaction of the university online – 
including payments to specific faculty for travel, meals, or office supplies; or the 
spending of a sports team (Mitchell, 2011). In the state of Texas a massive 
database of faculty productivity has been released which contains individual 
faculty member salaries, course enrollment figures, course load, average 
student grades they give, student evaluation scores, and externally received 
grant money. This data is being reviewed by lawmakers as part of an effort to 
evaluate if faculty members are deserving of their salaries, and could led to new 
regulations (June, 2011). This action follows a 2010 Texas law which requires 
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public universities to post detailed information on classes, including 
documentation of why the faculty member is qualified to teach the course. 
Following the lead of Texas, Florida has also begun to review postsecondary 
spending and accountability and in October 2011 the governor publicly released 
the salaries of over 50,000 staff and faculty members within Florida’s four-year 
public universities. 
On the federal level debate between policy makers and postsecondary 
representatives continued after the conclusion of the Spellings Commission, 
reaching a significant milestone in October 2010 with final publication in the 
Federal Register of the Department of Education’s Program Integrity Rules. 
These rules are clear examples of a shift towards increased government 
regulation of higher education and included provisions for the creation of a 
federal definition of a credit hour, restrictions on the compensation of program 
recruiters, increased state authorization requirements in order to operate, and 
new gainful employment metrics which seek to measure student debt against 
post degree earnings (Program integrity issues; Unified agenda 1840-AD02, 
2010) 
While some of these rules are focused on for-profit education, their 
impact on non-profit institutions must not be understated. “The “gainful 
employment” rules, as they have come to be known, represent a powerful and 
potentially game-changing shift in how the federal government looks at higher 
education. The agency has written into federal policy, for the first time, a direct 
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(if crude) attempt to measure the value of an academic program, by linking a 
measure of student expenditure (student loan debt burden) with an outcome 
measure (graduates’ average income)”. (Lederman, 2011) While these 
regulations were challenged, it represents a continued erosion of institutional 
autonomy in the United States.  
 Scrutiny of postsecondary institutions in the United States is not limited to 
external stakeholders and is increasingly coming from within. One of the most 
recent and respected critics of higher education has been Derek Bok, President 
Emeritus of Harvard University. In his 2006 book Our Underachieving Colleges 
Bok recognizes that “after decades of preeminence in the world, American 
universities are showing signs of becoming self-satisfied” (Our Underachieving 
Colleges, p. 312) and “no one knows whether college students are writing better 
or thinking more rigorously or making greater progress toward other educational 
goals than they were 50 years ago” (p. 318).   
In Killing the Spirit: Higher Education in America authored by Page Smith 
in 2006, Smith cites graduate education and faculty focus as one of the 
essential problems in higher education. Because of a focus on graduate 
education, Smith claims, universities have failed to properly teach 
undergraduates due to minimal teaching loads of faculty and the production of 
‘useless’ research. Bok also cites an over-focus on research and lack of 
teaching as a common criticism of higher education, but states that on “close 
examination, however, the charge turns out to be a simplistic one that hardly 
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gives an accurate description of the great majority of college professors” (Our 
Underachieving Colleges, p. 31). Instead Bok focuses on the faculty’s need to 
reexamine “familiar forms of instruction and experiment with new pedagogic 
methods in an effort to help their students accomplish more” (Our 
Underachieving Colleges, p. 32). 
While many academics debate the role of undergraduate education, its 
curriculum, and future, it is clear that regardless of the curricular content there is 
very little systematic evidence available which demonstrates that students in 
postsecondary institutions are learning. “Despite vast increases in faculty size, 
library holdings, facilities, and other material resources” why is it colleges cannot 
“show that the quality of teaching and learning in America’s colleges has 
actually improved over the past half-century” (Bok, p. 319)? 
 Recently academics have begun to seek out and analyze comprehensive 
data on student learning. While comprehensive information on student learning at 
the postsecondary level remains minimal, there has been increased availability of 
data through accreditation initiatives, increased use of standardized exams in the 
collegiate setting, or voluntary initiatives. Examples of data which can be 
collected through standardized testing includes the Collegiate Assessment of 
Academic Proficiency (CAAP), a nationally normed exam to evaluate student 
outcomes within general education programs, and the Educational Testing 
Service’s (ETS) standardized “Proficiency Profile” for general education or Major 
Field Test (MFT) for specific major evaluation. Data has also become available 
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through voluntarily initiatives, such as the Voluntary System of Accountability 
(VSA). Public universities who are members of this initiative have pledged to 
“supply clear, accessible, and comparable information on the undergraduate 
student experience to constituencies through a common web report” (Voluntary 
System of Accountability, 2011). 
 Data from standardized testing at the collegiate level was studied in the 
recently published book Academically Adrift: Limited Learning on College 
Campuses. In this book, which gained significant attention from the national 
media, the authors sought to answer the question of “how much are students 
learning in college?”. Using the results of the Collegiate Learning Assessment 
(CLA) exam, which many colleges administer to assess general education skills, 
the authors pulled a representative sample of traditional students at 4-year 
institutions. Based on their analysis, the authors concluded that students have 
not increased their knowledge by much. “In the first two years of college, 
students on average improve their critical thinking, analytical reasoning, and 
writing skills by only 0.18 standard deviations.” The authors also found that 45% 
of students “show no statistically significant gains in learning over the first two 
years of college” (Arum & Roksa, 2001, p. 35).  
A Focus on Student Learning 
 Through public and academic scrutiny of higher education in the United 
States, it has become clear that accountability for student learning must be 
addressed. While colleges have historically reported student data such as 
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freshman test scores and their 6-year degree completion rates, there is also a 
need to document the student learning which occurs between the points of 
matriculation and graduation. This moves beyond documenting a student’s 
curriculum or their GPA to ask if an institution can demonstrate that students 
within their programs have increased their knowledge upon graduation. Does 
evidence exist that the level of student learning warrants the existing significant 
commitment of public funds? While external stakeholders may feel that this is a 
fundamental question which should promptly be answered by institutions, in 
reality it is excruciatingly difficult to fully capture. 
This shift towards assessment and student learning has been evolving for 
over 30 years. Beginning in the 1980’s there were two published reports that 
prompted postsecondary institutions to reflect upon their programs and curricula 
by seeking evidence of student learning as a means of informing curricula and 
pedagogy - a first step towards the larger movement to assess student learning. 
The first report, Involvement of Learning, was published in 1984 by the National 
Institute of Education and the second, Integrity in the College Curriculum, was 
published in 1985 by the Association of American Colleges. Each of these 
reports called for the assessment of student learning as a means for institutions 
to evaluate programs and encouraged colleges and faculty to foster self-
reflection on student learning.  
Continuing on the theme of assessing student learning, the National 
Governors Association (NGA) released Time for Results in 1986. This widely 
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read report “took a divergent road by arguing that information about what 
graduating students know and can do provides the ultimate bottom line in terms 
of which to judge the effectiveness of public investments8 in higher education.” 
[emphasis added] (Ewell, 2008). This was significant because it was one of the 
first reports to propel student learning into the greater postsecondary 
accountability debate. The NGA was advocating for a system that focuses on 
students, graduates, learning, and outputs as a means for external stakeholders 
to judge the effectiveness of institutions of higher education. This shift towards 
outcomes – and not just the physical or academic resources of an institution - set 
the foundation for future initiatives designed to assess student learning not only 
for consumption within the institution, but to also satisfy concerns of external 
stakeholders. 
With this focus on student learning having been created, some 
postsecondary institutions began to establish learning goals for their degree 
programs and developed methods of assessing student competency towards 
meeting those goals. In addition, many states adopted policies specifically 
requiring their public higher education institutions to conduct assessments in 
some form to demonstrate accountability. In Florida and Texas variations of 
standardized tests were adopted, while Virginia, Colorado, and Missouri 
“required institutions to establish their own student learning outcomes, choose 
                                                            
8 In this context, “public investments” moves beyond direct appropriations to public colleges and 
includes all forms of aid to all types of colleges, public or private, such as grants, research funds, 
congressional earmarks, and the federal system of student financial aid. 
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valid and reliable methods for gathering evidence that these objectives were 
being met, and periodically report on their results.” This trend continued, and by 
1990 “more than two-thirds of the states had established an assessment 
mandate.” (Ewell, 2008, p. 8) 
The federal government became involved in the assessment of student 
learning for the purposes of accountability in 1992 with the reauthorization of the 
Higher Education Act of 1965. In this reauthorization, Congress inserted new 
accountability language requiring existing accrediting bodies to seek evidence 
from postsecondary institutions on levels of student learning. Congress also 
reinforced accountability requirements by creating State Postsecondary Review 
Entities (SPREs) as an authoritative body with the directive of reviewing 
postsecondary institutions that violate accountability requirements within the 
reauthorized Higher Education Act. (Dill, Massy, Williams, & Cook, 1996) While 
the SPREs were eliminated shortly after their creation in 1995 because of a 
failure of Congress to fund them due to the outcries of postsecondary institutions, 
it signaled the federal government’s willingness to enter the accountability debate 
and promote measurement of student learning. 
 In 2004 the Business-Higher Education Forum (BHEF), at the time under 
the umbrella of the American Council on Education (ACE), issued a report titled 
Public Accountability for Student Learning in Higher Education: Issues and 
Options that further solidified the role of student learning assessment as an 
essential element in higher education accountability. This report concluded that 
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although assessment of student learning should be an essential element of 
higher education accountability, it is not widely practiced. When discussing 
accountability, the BHEF offered the following definitions of both assessment and 
accountability (Business Higher Education Forum, 2004): 
 Assessment is an analytical tool for evaluating performance. 
 Accountability is the public presentation and communication of 
evidence about performance in relation to goals. 
The federal government once again affirmed that assessment is a needed 
element of accountability in 2006 when the Secretary of Education’s Commission 
on the Future of Higher Education released its report titled A Test of Leadership. 
This highly cited report concluded that there is much within U.S. higher education 
that “requires urgent reform” (U.S. Department of Education, 2006, p. vi).  In 
addition to calling for increased availability of information on basic institutional 
characteristics and costs, the commission pushed for assessment of student 
learning as an essential aspect of accountability by noting “a remarkable 
absence of accountability mechanisms to ensure that colleges succeed in 
educating students” (vii). 
The assessment of student learning has evolved in higher education 
through two “different conceptions” of how assessment should be conducted. 
“The first, evolving from the institution-centered approach of the mid 1980’s, can 
be best described as the improvement paradigm. The second, derived from the 
early state mandates, can best be labeled the accountability paradigm.” (Ewell, 
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2008, p. 9) 
“For the improvement paradigm, this is to use assessment 
information to enhance teaching and learning. For the 
accountability paradigm, in contrast, the primary purpose is to 
demonstrate to policymakers and the public that the enterprise they 
fund is effective and worth their continuing support.” (p. 9)  
The accountability paradigm of assessment has a focus on “institutional 
compliance”; often times places “greater reliance on standardized tests”; contains 
benchmarks that “are centered on comparisons across institutions or programs 
or against fixed or arbitrary standards”; and relies on “transparent public 
reporting.” (p. 10). Accreditation agencies today have adopted assessment 
standards that are a hybrid of these two conceptions, advocating assessment for 
both institutional self-improvement and external accountability.  
Shifting Standards: NEASC New Focus on Student Learning 
The Commission on Institutions of Higher Education (CIHE) is the body 
within the New England Association of Schools and Colleges (NEASC) which 
focuses on postsecondary education. As stated in its mission, “The Commission 
develops, makes public and applies criteria for the assessment of educational 
effectiveness among institutions of higher education leading to actions on their 
institutional accreditation”. The established CIHE criteria are currently organized 
as eleven standards and form the basis of comprehensive institutional reviews, 
including a self-study and peer visit every 10 years. As further elaborated within 
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their mission, this process “assures the education community, the public and 
interested agencies that accredited institutions have clearly defined objectives 
which meet with criteria published by the Commission; that they have the 
organization, staffing and resources to accomplish, are accomplishing and can 
continue to accomplish these objectives.  In addition, through its process of 
assessment, the Commission encourages and assists in the improvement, 
effectiveness and excellence of affiliated educational institutions”. (Commission 
on Insitutions of Higher Education, 2013) 
While the CIHE standards have long focused on maintaining and 
promoting quality, they have evolved over time to become more explicit in 
seeking to understand, assess, and improve student learning. The first 
introduction of assessment began in 1992, when institutional effectiveness was 
added as a criterion within the standards of accreditation. Building upon this, the 
CIHE hired an assessment specialist as a commission staff member and began a 
full review of accreditation standards in 2003. In 2005, the revised standards of 
accreditation were formally adopted (Provezis, 2010). 
The revised standards of accreditation were organized into eleven 
headings as follows: Mission and Purpose; Planning and Evaluation; 
Organization and Governance; The Academic Program; Faculty; Students; 
Library and Other Information Resources; Physical and Technological 
Resources; Financial Resources; Public Disclosure; and Integrity. Each standard 
contains a sub-heading on related measures of Institutional Effectiveness, and 
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more extensive standards may contain multiple sub-headings (Commission on 
Institutions of Higher Education, 2011).  
While assessment is mentioned in several of the eleven standards, it is 
now explicitly included within Standard Four: “The Academic Program”. This 
standard, the longest of the eleven standards, seeks to determine if: 
The institution’s academic programs are consistent with and 
serve to fulfill its mission and purposes. The institution works 
systematically and effectively to plan, provide, oversee, evaluate, 
improve, and assure the academic quality and integrity of its 
academic programs and the credits and degrees awarded. The 
institution sets a standard of student achievement appropriate to 
the degree awarded and develops the systematic means to 
understand how and what students are learning and to use the 
evidence obtained to improve the academic program. (Commission 
on Institutions of Higher Education, 2011, p. 7) 
 
Building off this introductory text, Standard Four is organized into the 
following sub-headings: Undergraduate Degree Programs; General Education; 
The Major or Concentration; Graduate Degree Programs; Integrity in the Award 
of Academic Credit; Assessment of Student Learning; and Institutional 
Effectiveness. The sub-heading of Assessment of Student Learning contains 
explicit references to the assessment of student learning through its seven 
requirements (Commission on Institutions of Higher Education, 2011, pp. 12-13): 
4.48  The institution implements and provides support for 
systematic and broad-based assessment of what and how 
students are learning through their academic program and 
experiences outside the classroom. Assessment is based on 
clear statements of what students are expected to gain, 
achieve, demonstrate, or know by the time they complete 
their academic program. Assessment provides useful 
information that helps the institution to improve the 
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experiences provided for students, as well as to assure that 
the level of student achievement is appropriate for the 
degree awarded.  
 
4.49  The institution’s approach to understanding student learning 
focuses on the course, program, and institutional level. 
Evidence is considered at the appropriate level of focus, with 
the results being a demonstrable factor in improving the 
learning opportunities and results for students.  
 
4.50  Expectations for student learning reflect both the mission 
and character of the institution and general expectations of 
the larger academic community for the level of degree 
awarded and the field of study. These expectations include 
statements that are consistent with the institution’s mission 
in preparing students for further study and employment, as 
appropriate. (See also 1.4 and 2.7)  
 
4.51  The institution’s approach to understanding what and how 
students are learning and using the results for improvement 
has the support of the institution’s academic and institutional 
leadership and the systematic involvement of faculty. (See 
also 3.12)  
 
4.52  The institution’s system of periodic review of academic 
programs includes a focus on understanding what and how 
students learn as a result of the program. (See also 2.6, 4.9 
and 4.10)  
 
4.53  The institution ensures that students have systematic, 
substantial, and sequential opportunities to learn important 
skills and understandings and actively engage in important 
problems of their discipline or profession and that they are 
provided with regular and constructive feedback designed to 
help them improve their achievement.  
 
4.54  The institution uses a variety of quantitative and qualitative 
methods and direct and indirect measures to understand the 
experiences and learning outcomes of its students, and 
includes external perspectives. The institution devotes 
appropriate attention to ensuring that its methods of 
understanding student learning are trustworthy and provide 
information useful in the continuing improvement of 
programs and services for students.  
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The above requirements now prompt institutions to more clearly articulate 
what students are expected to learn; understand how students are learning 
through their academic program; and effectively use this information for 
institutional improvement and quality enhancement. Given the importance of 
student learning, there are explicit linkages to the other ten accreditation 
standards. The requirements themselves are purposefully not overly prescriptive 
in recognition that there will be naturally occurring variability across the very 
diverse set of institutions CIHE accredits, including those with significantly 
different student populations, missions, or structures. 
 Building off the revised standards released in 2005, the CIHE has 
continued to engage in dialogue on assessment through policy statements and 
new initiatives, each of which builds upon the revised standards and recognizes 
the further maturing of assessment practices among accredited members. An 
important policy statement by the CIHE related to the revised standards is the 
Statement on Student Achievement and Success. This statement, last adopted in 
2007 and updated in 2012, articulates that the “Commission on Institutions of 
Higher Education seeks to ensure that its decisions take into account the degree 
to which an affiliated institution assesses student achievement and student 
success and uses the results of its assessment to improve its offerings, matters 
explicitly addressed in the Standards for Accreditation” (Commission on 
Institutions of Higer Education, 2012). The statement further articulates that this 
is accomplished through specific accreditation standards including Planning and 
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Evaluation; The Academic Program; Students; and Public Disclosure. This 
statement reinforces that assessment is embedded across multiple accreditation 
standards and that institutional assessment practices should be considered as 
part of the comprehensive accreditation review process. 
 In 2008 the CIHE, building off this Statement on Student Achievement and 
Success, developed a new assessment initiative which sought to provide clarity 
on how institutions could document and report assessment information. The 
initiative includes two parts which provide methods to display institutional data 
but remain flexible in recognition of the diversity of accredited institutions. Part I 
of this initiative is Making Assessment More Explicit (The E-Series) and Part II is 
Documenting Student Success (The S-Series) (Commission on Instiutions of 
Higher Education, 2010). 
  Part I, The E-Series, “asks institutions to select and declare their basic 
approach to assessment and to summarize their findings” (p. 1) Institutions are 
offered four possible approaches, but may propose an alternative for 
acceptance. The four standard approaches are (p. 1): 
1. An inventory of program assessment and specialized accreditation 
2. The Voluntary System of Accountability (VSA) plus program review 
3. Statement of claims for student achievement with supporting evidence 
4. Comparison to peers on measures of student achievement and success 
 
For each approach the CIHE provides a table for the institution to complete which 
highlights key dates, actions, performance indicators, and changes implemented 
which foster improvement.  
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Part II of the initiative, The S-Series, builds upon multiple accreditation 
standards which collectively seek to “present data on retention and graduation 
rates and other measures of student success appropriate to the institution’s 
mission” (p. 8). The S-Series “recognizes the value of trends in data, and the 
importance of the institution’s own goals for success” and that “by listing several 
ways to measure student success and achievement, the Commission 
encourages institutions to reflect on how they are using data to understand 
student success” (p. 8).  
The four templates within the S-Series are: S1: Retention and Graduation 
Rates; S2: Other Measures of Student Achievement and Success; S3: Licensure 
Passage and Job Placement Rate; S4: Completion and Placement Rates for 
Short-Term Vocational Programs. In addition to current year data, each of the 
four templates requires data for each of the prior three years, a goal for the next 
year, and a goal for two years forward.  
The revision to CIHE accreditation standards in 2005 and recent 
complementary initiatives and policy statements clearly demonstrate CHIE’s goal 
of having “institutions become increasingly explicit in the area of student 
achievement and success” while allowing for institutional flexibility. Institutions 
are encouraged to develop assessment processes which align with their unique 
programs and institutions. With the addition of the S-Series and E-Series, 
intuitions are now further prompted to document assessment in a consistent, 
reflective, and useful manner. Collectively, these actions represent a clear shift 
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towards more explicit documentation of the assessment of student learning and 
achievements. 
Summary 
From this literature review it becomes clear that independently led 
accreditation agencies, as opposed to a centralized governmental authority, have 
served a central role in the development of postsecondary education in the 
United States. With this historically high degree of freedom from state and federal 
influence, higher education in the United States evolved into a “free market” 
system where institutions compete against each other in order to attract the best 
students and resources. Postsecondary institutions therefore regulate 
themselves or risk losing resources, students, and scholars to competing 
institutions (Vught & Westerheijden, 1994). Even public institutions, which have 
deeper ties to government oversight through the states, must also innovate and 
compete with other institutions, both public and private, to attract students and 
resources. The lack of a central authority in the United States to prescribe 
curricula, research, or degree offerings has created a free market system which 
fosters innovation and encourages institutions to be creative.  
The result of this creativity is a system of higher education that is often 
considered the best in the world. Drawing students from continents across the 
globe, American colleges and universities have been at the forefront of 
knowledge and research. In world rankings, such as the QS World University 
Ranking, postsecondary institutions in the United States dominate, representing 
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10 of the top 20 institutions (QS World University Rankings 15/16, 2016). While 
the merits of these rankings are debatable, aspects of each ranking can provide 
some insights into the quality or productivity of postsecondary institutions. For 
example, 20% of the criteria in the World University Rankings are based on the 
number of research citations per faculty member to show research productivity 
and the academic influence of a postsecondary institution (Methodologies: A 
Simple Overview, 2009).  The dramatic growth of international students traveling 
to study in the United States also indicates a world-class quality. In the 2009 fall 
semester, 553,203 international students were enrolled in undergraduate and 
graduate degree programs in the United States, a 107% increase since 1979 
(Trends in Undergraduate and Graduate Enrollments of International Students, 
2009).  
The United States has come to rely on the innovations and economic 
development this world-class system of postsecondary education provides. The 
societal advancements of the past century would not have been possible without 
the knowledge, skills, and resources achieved through postsecondary education 
in the United States. Between 1948 and 1973 the higher education sector in the 
United States and its innovations were found to have driven two-thirds of the 
economic growth in the United States (State Higher Education Executive Officers 
(SHEEO), 2008).  The role and importance of higher education in American 
society must not be overlooked.  
While the autonomy higher education has enjoyed can be viewed as a 
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facilitator to the creation of world-class institutions, society’s increased 
dependence and investment in higher education has now brought criticism of 
higher education into the public realm and fostered calls for postsecondary 
accountability and transparency.  Most of these calls for accountability would 
necessitate unprecedented regulation of higher education in the United States. 
This push towards regulation questions the perceived benefits of existing 
autonomy and, as demonstrated in this literature review, much of this criticism is 
focused on the lack of institutional abilities to account for student learning.  
Potential solutions in response to this criticism are now emerging from 
stakeholders, including postsecondary institutions themselves. This often 
includes collaboration among institutions to develop common assessment 
practices or efforts to increase transparency when assessing student learning. A 
leading example of a collaboration for the development of assessment practices 
has been the Collegiate Learning Assessment (CLA), which is “a test of critical 
thinking, analytic reasoning, problem solving, and written communication 
developed by the Council for Aid to Education”. From 2008 through 2011 a 
consortium of 47 colleges and universities administered the CLA to students in 
an effort “to embed a “culture of assessment” on participating campuses, refine 
the methods used to assess student learning, and identify “best practices” for the 
improvement of student learning”. (Paris, 2011, p. 4)  This consortium arose in 
the hopes that institutions can generate effective measures of student learning 
that are adaptable to the uniqueness of institutions.  
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A similar effort has been underway with the VALUE project of the 
Association of American Colleges & Universities (AAC&U), an organization 
focused on undergraduate liberal arts education with a membership of 1,250 
institutions. The VALUE project, which stands for Valid Assessment of Learning 
in Undergraduate Education, brought together faculty, content experts, and 
administrators from across institutions to develop institutionally based rubrics that 
can be used to measure one of the 15 “Essential Learning Outcomes” defined by 
the AAC&U. During this project “fifteen rubrics were created, tested and revised 
extensively with the help of over 100 rubric development team volunteers and 
over 100 testing campuses” (Association of American Colleges & Universities, 
n.d.). This effort has provided institutions with highly refined rubrics that can be 
adapted to their own campuses for assessment efforts.   
While these efforts have assisted institutions in developing effective 
methods for assessing student learning, there still exists a demand for increased 
transparency in the reporting of collected assessment information. One leading 
effort in support of this transparency has been the Presidents' Alliance for 
Excellence in Student Learning and Accountability. This initiative began in 2010 
and offers college presidents the opportunity to publicly commit to taking “specific 
steps to gather more evidence about student learning, to use that evidence to 
improve instruction, and to give the public more information about the quality of 
learning on their campuses” (Glenn, 2010). Originally with 71 signatories, the 
initiative has gained members each year and is now signed by 106 college 
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presidents. All three of these solutions seek to maintain institutional autonomy 
while avoiding more extensive external regulations.   
Alongside these institutionally driven initiatives have arisen external 
efforts, such as the White House’s new College Scorecard, which will be 
incorporated into the federally administered College Affordability and 
Transparency Center. This scorecard seeks to become a publically available 
“report card” for postsecondary institutions. The White House recently opened 
public comment on the planned release of the score card, and tentative drafts 
include information on tuition costs, typical financial aid awards, student 
graduation rates, and total debt incurred by students upon graduation. (College 
Scorecard, 2012)  
While each of these initiatives will impact the national conversation on 
accountability in higher education and the role of student learning, the most 
important and closely watched initiatives will emerge from the entities which are 
already federally tasked with ensuring minimal levels of quality – the regional 
accreditation agencies. The ability, or inability, of accreditation agencies to gain 
public confidence that postsecondary institutions are being held accountable for 
student learning will have an enormous impact on the existing national debate. 
The creation of accreditation standards which prompt understanding and 
transparency in student learning may ease public concerns and help to secure 
the role of accreditors as independent promoters of quality, without the need for 
increased federal oversights. However, the failure of accreditation standards to 
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secure public confidence in student learning accountability may lead to increased 
federal regulations and jeopardize the historic role of accreditation in 
postsecondary education.  
This gives accreditation agency efforts to develop standards related to the 
documentation of student learning a pivotal role within debates on postsecondary 
education accountability and regulation. As shown in this review, the standards of 
the New England Association of Schools and Colleges Commission on 
Institutions have clearly shifted to require new and more explicit documentation 
of student success. However, with this requirement in place there existed little 
research into how institutions have responded to those changes. This study is a 
step towards gaining understanding into organizational responses and is a 
foundation for future research in an area of clear importance to the future of 
higher education in the United States. 
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CHAPTER THREE: RESEARCH METHODS 
Introduction 
 With the heightened prominence of student learning assessment in 
national discussions on postsecondary accountability, it is considerably important 
to understand how institutions are responding to accreditation standards that 
increasingly require explicit measurement of student learning. Institutional 
responses not only hold importance with accreditors, but they inform public 
debate and influence legislative actions related to accountability for student 
learning. This study adds to the existing limited body of knowledge on this 
dynamic by documenting how institutions responded organizationally to facilitate 
the assessment of student learning. In particular, the study design addresses the 
following research questions: 
 Have institutions responded organizationally to support the new 
requirements of the CIHE to more explicitly assess student learning 
by establishing formal policy, authority, and support for 
assessment? 
 Has the presence of formal policies or support structures for 
learning assessment changed since the 2005 adoption of the 
NEASC standards supporting assessment?  
 Through the application of an assessment framework, which 
classifies each institutional response based on common 
assessment program elements, do institutional responses vary? 
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 Does the existence of absence of assessment program 
characteristics vary significantly across any institutional 
characteristics (ie. type and size)?  
 What are the primary factors influencing why institutions have 
chosen their particular approach to advancing the assessment of 
student learning? 
Mixed-Methods Design 
To answer these research questions a mixed-methods design was 
established that included two phases. First, a survey was administered to the 
President or equivalent chief executive officer at institutions which had 
undergone an accreditation site visit and review within a recent 5 year period. 
The purpose of this survey was to ascertain institutional responses to 
systematically assess student learning following the increased assessment 
expectations of CIHE. Survey questions were designed to allow for quantitative 
and qualitative analysis. Second, individual interviews were conducted on a 
sample of survey respondents. The purpose of the interviews was to gain a 
deeper understanding of the institutional responses and seek information on the 
motivating factors behind the institutions response. This mixed methods design is 
shown in table 3.1. 
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Table 3.1 Mixed Methods Research Design Overview 
Phase Primary Data Collected Primary Analysis 
Survey 
Administration Quantitative  
Descriptive statistics, statistical 
significance, strength of association 
In-depth Interviews Qualitative Coding and thematic analysis 
 
Survey: Selection of Participants 
The survey population consisted of all postsecondary institutions who had 
their NEASC accreditation continued in the years of 2010, 2011, 2012, 2013, or 
20149. The names of institutions who achieved continued accreditation in these 
years were gathered from the CIHE website, which provides publicly available 
information on a school’s accreditation status, including the year of initial 
accreditation, the year the accreditation was last continued for a school, and 
when the next site visitation is scheduled to occur. The information was displayed 
on the CIHE website in the form of a database directory of schools so that each 
school could be selected and reviewed. From this review a total of 128 eligible 
institutions were identified for potential inclusion. The researcher then reviewed 
the websites of each of the 128 institutions to identify the President, or equivalent 
organizational head of the institution, and corresponding contact information. A 
total of 115 contact names with corresponding email addresses were collected 
and therefore formed the total population to be surveyed. The remaining 13 
schools had no contact information available or the institution had ceased 
                                                            
9 NEASC’s “assessment of student learning” related standards were adopted in 2005 and 
therefore all institutions in this time period have experienced a review under these new standards. 
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operations and therefore none were included in the participant sample.  
Survey: Instrument Design 
 In order to gain the greatest insight into institutional responses the 
researcher developed a survey instrument. To establish a valid and effective 
survey instrument multiple considerations were given to the design of this survey. 
First, information from a pilot study conducted in 2009 on faculty beliefs 
surrounding assessment was reviewed to explore question design. This 
qualitative pilot consisted of 6 faculty interviews conducted at 4 postsecondary 
institutions that had shown efforts to systematically assess student learning. 
While the focus of this pilot study was to gather information on faculty beliefs on 
required learning assessment activities, the interview transcriptions also provided 
information on their institutional responses. Second, a survey titled “Higher 
Education Assessment”, conducted in March 2010 by Kenneth D. Royal, was 
reviewed. This survey was completed by 613 participants and provided 
information primarily on a participant’s beliefs surrounding assessment, however 
it also contained questions on a participant’s role within the assessment process 
at their institution. The characteristics of institutional responses extracted from 
these two studies helped to inform the final survey design of this study.  
The final survey included 37 questions, of which 22 were dichotomous, 7 
nominal, 7 open ended and 1 scale.  Questions were primarily in a multiple-
choice format to facilitate classification of responses, post survey analysis, and to 
decrease the amount of time required by participants to complete the survey.  
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The first section, Basic Institutional Information, contained 7 questions 
which captured basic demographical data on the institution completing the survey 
including institutional status, location, size, and highest degree awarded. These 
questions provided data to enable classification of institutions for further analysis 
of responses. The second section, Institutional Responses to Assessment 
Management, contained 21 questions which captured information on the 
oversight, policies related to, and accountability for assessment of student 
learning. The third and final section, Assessment Practices, contained 9 
questions which captured information on how assessment activities are 
encouraged and supported through availability of incentives, resources, and 
inclusion in traditional program governance structures. The final two questions of 
this section solicited participants to opt-in to a potential follow-up interview pool 
and if so, requested an email address to allow for the follow-up outreach. 
Interview: Selection of Participants 
The second phase of data collection included interviews to gain a deeper 
understanding of institutional responses. The interview population consisted of 
10 participants selected from a group of 38 surveys participants who answered 
yes to an “opt-in” question during the survey administered in phase one and 
provided contact information. The 10 institutions selected consisted of five 
institutions with a minimal organizational response to facilitate the collection of 
learning assessment data and five with a relatively high organizational response.  
To determine if institutional responses were classified as having a “high” 
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or “low” response level, the traits shown in table 3.2 were considered against the 
survey questions to identify survey questions that provided evidence of 
organizational support for assessment.  
 
Table 3.2: Sample Levels of Institutional Response 
Institutional 
Response 
“High” responses “Low” responses 
Supervision of 
Assessment 
New position has been created to 
meet externally mandated  
assessment requirements or an 
existing position is given clear 
responsibility 
No clear responsibility for 
assessment within the 
institution; assessment 
information is collected on 
an ad hoc, as needed 
basis 
Support of 
Assessment 
A budget line has been created 
for assessment or funds have 
been directed through an 
appropriate department; structure 
has been created in order to 
support assessment efforts; 
provost or similar high level 
academic official is informed of 
the assessment process 
Beyond the completion of 
accreditation forms there 
has been no systematic 
improvements to promote 
assessment; there are no 
resources dedicated to 
assessment support 
Planning The administration of the school 
has incorporated assessment in 
the schools strategic vision; or 
has incorporated the planning of 
assessment initiatives into the 
overall goals of the school 
After the completion of the 
accreditation site visit, 
there has been no further 
discussion of assessment 
at the institutional level 
   
After reviewing survey questions using the above table, a total of 10 
questions were identified as being indicative of a high organizational response if 
answered positively. The 10 questions included the presence of formalized 
processes to require assessment; increased investment in assessment through 
organizational support staff/offices or faculty incentive structures; and a defined 
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use of assessment findings in the curricular review processes. Collectively the 
questions provide a broad understanding of an organizations approach to 
assessment, the formality of that approach, and the level of support created by 
that approach. The 10 questions selected are shown in table 3.3: 
Table 3.3 
Subset of Questions for Interview Selection: 
 
Does your institution have a central “assessment office” or functional 
equivalent that has a primary focus on facilitating or supporting student 
learning assessment initiatives? 
Does your institution have a designated official in charge of assessment efforts 
for the overall institution? 
Does your institution have a dedicated central budget to support the 
assessment of student learning? 
Since 2005, has your institution created a new office or department to assist 
with the assessment of student learning? 
Since 2005, has your institution added staff positions to assist with the 
assessment of student learning? 
Since 2005, has your institution added faculty positions to assist with the 
assessment of student learning? 
Does your school have an institutional level policy guiding the assessment of 
student learning across your programs? 
Does your school have an institutional level policy requiring programs to report, 
on a defined schedule, the assessment activities the programs are 
undertaking? 
Does the faculty governing body which most closely develops/maintains a 
degree program’s curriculum review learning assessment data? 
When a change in a curriculum/program is proposed, is learning assessment 
information typically included as part of the proposal? 
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To determine an individual institution’s level of response the researcher 
tallied the number of “yes” responses within the 10 questions for each participant. 
The lowest number of “yes” responses a participant could have was zero, if they 
answered all 10 questions as “no”, and the highest number of “yes” responses 
was 10 if they answered all 10 questions as “yes”. Institutions with more “yes” 
responses were considered to have a higher level of response due to the 
existence of formal policies, governance structures, allocated resources, and 
identified leadership for assessment. 
Of the 38 participants considered for interview selection all had at least 
one “yes” response within the 10 questions, and two participants answered “yes” 
to all 10 questions. The most common number of “yes” responses was seven, 
achieved by 6 participants, followed by three “yes” responses, achieved by 6 
participants. Table 3.3 provides a summary of “yes” responses. 
Table 3.4 “Yes” responses to the 10 level of response 
questions 
Total yes responses 
indicated Total number of institutions 
1 2 
2 4 
3 6 
4 5 
5 3 
6 4 
7 7 
8 3 
9 2 
10 2 
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To facilitate interview invitations, participants were then placed into one of 
two groups: those with 4 or fewer “yes” responses were considered to have a 
“low” level of overall response and institutions with 7 or greater “yes” responses 
were considered to have a “high” level of institutional response. These groupings 
are shown in table 3.5. 
 
 
The two groups of potential participants were placed in Microsoft Excel 
and sorted by group and then last name. To select the 5 interviews from each 
group random numbers each were generated using the =RANDBETWEEN 
function in Microsoft Excel, with a maximum number limiting the participants in 
each group. The randomly generated numbers were used to select which rows 
would form the initial invitations. Random numbers continued to be used until 5 
interview acceptances were reached for each group, resulting in 10 total 
interviews.  
Interview: Instrument Design 
The purpose of each interview was to supplement the information 
captured in the survey and permit a deeper understanding of the documented 
organizational responses. Survey questions were reviewed to provide a baseline 
Table 3.5 Response Level Groupings 
           
"yes" responses 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
 
Number of respondents with the above 
number of "yes" responses 2 4 6 5 3 4 7 3 2 2 
 17  14 
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understanding of the existence or absence of organizational traits and informed 
the design of the interview. Interview questions were designed to provide context 
and understanding for the organizational response, including what motivated the 
response and what considerations existed which informed the response. This 
added a qualitative perspective to this study, moving beyond the basic structure 
of the institutional response to seek why the institution responded in a particular 
way. A total of 10 questions formed the interview protocol and are listed in table 
3.5. These questions provided a foundation and consistency across interviews. 
During the interview, additional questions were added to explore unique context 
that may have been provided by the participant.  
Table 3.6 Interview Question Guide 
 
What is your role in the assessment process at your institution? 
Broadly, can you describe your institutions approach to capturing, organizing, and 
using assessment data? 
How has this approach you have described changed over the last 10 years? 
What were the major influences which made your organization choose this particular 
approach to assessment? 
What has been the reaction of senior leadership of the organization towards increased 
requirements to assess student learning? 
What has been the reaction of your faculty? 
What has been particularly successful about your institutions approach to 
assessment? 
What have been the greatest challenges? 
Is there anything you would change about the current approach? 
How do you view this approach evolving in the years ahead? 
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Data Collection 
Before the data collection phase of this study began the research design 
was submitted for review by the Boston University Charles River Institutional 
Review Board on February 16th, 2016 to ensure all appropriate protections were 
in place for study participants. The Institutional Review Board provided feedback 
on April 7th, 2016 and subsequently final materials were submitted for approval.  
On April 12th, 2016 the Institutional Review Board authorized exempt status 
approval for this study to move forward. As part of the study, design protections 
existed to ensure all data was treated confidentially and that participants were 
aware of their rights. This included an approved survey introduction and interview 
consent script which explicitly informed participants that: there was no 
compensation for participating; they may opt out at any point in the study for any 
reason; findings would inform a broader body of research; data would be 
protected; and finally provided contact information for the study author, 
supervisor, and the Boston University Institutional Review Board should any 
questions arise.  To ensure protection of data and confidentiality, all data were 
stored on a secured, password protected laptop. In addition, schools were not 
identified by name in the data and tracked only by order of submission. Upon 
completion of the study all participant contact information was destroyed so that 
only anonymous data remained.  
 The design of this research study utilized both a quantitative and 
qualitative methodology. Quantitative data were collected first, through a survey, 
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followed by qualitative data, collected through an interview.  
Quantitative Data Collection 
 To begin quantitative data collection the pool of 115 participants, 
described in the survey pool section, was entered into an excel spreadsheet. The 
survey questions were then entered into the Qualtrics® Research Suite 
professional survey creation software. This online platform allows a robust set of 
tools to administer a survey and track responses. After the survey was entered 
into this online platform a unique survey link was created for participant use. The 
unique link contained no identifiable information on the participant and the same 
link was utilized for all participants. This ensured confidentiality of responses and 
assured institutions remained anonymous. Because the participant name was not 
explicitly known the survey design included an opt-in feature for the subsequent 
interview, which required the self-disclosure of contact information.  
The survey link was then included within an introductory letter, approved 
through the Institutional Review Board. This letter was converted to a PDF 
document and also used as a mail merge in Microsoft excel. The use of both the 
email text and an attached PDF was purposeful in recognition of the preference 
of some chief institutional officers to have incoming correspondence printed for 
review. The inclusion of a PDF ensured easy printing of the letter in support of a 
higher response rate.  
The merged emails with attached PDFs were sent to the first 100 
participants on April 27th and an additional 15 participants on May 25th, 2016. The 
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mailing was conducted in two parts to allow additional research on validating 
contact information for a small set of institutions who required more extensive 
research on appropriate institutional contacts. A reminder to the first group was 
sent May 25th, 2016 and on June 6th to the second group. All potential 
participants received the reminder as the identity of completed surveys was not 
known. The survey remained open following these reminders and the last survey 
submission was received on June 24th, 2016.  A total of 77 responses were 
received for an overall survey response rate of 66.9% of the 115 known contacts.  
Of these 64 were fully complete, representing a 55.6% response rate. The 
remaining 13 responses were partially completed. 
Qualitative Data Collection 
 The second phase of data collected was qualitative and utilized direct 
interview of survey participants. As described in the interview population and 
design sections, the identified population for interviews were 5 institutions with 
high levels of response to assessment and 5 institutions with low levels of 
response. Participant contact information was provided through optional survey 
questions and the ordering of interview requests was based on the use of 
random numbers, as described in the interview population section. To contact 
participants for interviews an email was used which thanked participants for the 
prior completion of the survey, reminded them of the study purpose and design, 
informed them they were receiving the follow-up email because they had opted 
into the interview question, and requested that they provide availability for a 
 55 
phone interview if they wished to participate. The first set of mail merged email 
invitations were sent on February 28th, 2017 and a reminder email to non-
respondents was sent on March 15th. The initial mailing secured a total of 7 
interviews. Additional invitations were sent on March 28th, 2017 which secured 
the final 3 interviews.  
 All interviews were conducted by phone for efficient scheduling and to 
allow flexibility for scheduling given the busy roles of participants. All interviews 
began with the reading of an introductory consent script, approved by the 
Institutional Review Board, and the audio of the interview recorded using the 
Audacity recording program, with the permission of the participant. Interviews 
lasted 20-30 minutes each. The researcher followed the interview question guide 
described in the design section and took notes during each interview. All 
recordings were saved as a .wav file, transcribed, reviewed, and coded.  
Data Analysis 
 Analysis of data was conducted on both the quantitative and qualitative 
phases of this study. 
Quantitative Analysis 
All survey responses were entered into the SPSS statistics software to 
enable quantitative analysis. First, descriptive statistics were used to highlight the 
profiles and characteristics of institutions who participated in the survey. Second, 
descriptive statistics were then applied to all dichotomous and nominal questions 
to examine the features of organizational response to assessment. Third, 
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responses were analyzed using the Chi-Square Test for Homogeneity to 
determine if survey responses differed significantly between institutional 
characteristics at the p<.05 significance level. For any statistically significant 
findings a Cramer’s V was performed to test the strength of the demonstrated 
association.  
Qualitative Analysis 
Qualitative Analysis was conducted in two phases as part of this research 
study. First, the free entry response question in the survey was reviewed, 
thematically analyzed, and coded. The review of free entry responses provided a 
deeper understanding of institutional responses by not requiring participants to 
select a single or scaled answer. Second, interview transcriptions were coded 
and thematically analyzed.  
To ensure validity of administrator responses the participant survey 
responses and interview were compared. In addition, interviews followed a pre-
defined format in order to remain focused and avoid leading questions, and the 
coding of transcripts and open-ended survey question was done with care and 
reviewed multiple times for consistency. 
Summary 
 This chapter began with a review of the research questions and purpose 
of this study. An overview of the mixed-methods design was provided which 
included a survey followed by an interview. The participant population of schools 
with NEASC accreditation visits in 2010-2014 yielded a pool of 115 and the 
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survey design process was described. Interview questions were informed by the 
survey and prior studies and a total of 10 interview participants were selected 
from schools with low and high institutional levels of responses. A detailed 
description of the data collection process was then provided, which relied on 
email outreach to engage participants in the online survey and interview 
scheduling. The end of this chapter then provided a description and purpose of 
the quantitative and qualitative analysis that was performed on the data. Detailed 
results of this analysis are provided in next chapter. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: PRESENTATION AND ANALYSIS OF QUANTITATIVE DATA 
Introduction 
 The purpose of this study was to explore how institutions of higher 
education have responded to changes in NEASC accreditation standards which 
more explicitly require the documentation of student learning. Understanding 
these institutional responses is important given the overall increased scrutiny of 
higher education. To understand institutional responses data were collected 
through two methods: an online survey and individual interviews. This chapter 
will review the findings and analysis of the survey.  
Instrument 
To understand institutional responses, the researcher created a survey 
instrument on the Qualtrics research platform. The survey design was informed 
by a pilot study conducted by this researcher in 2009 on faculty beliefs towards 
assessment as well as a March 2010 survey titled “Higher Education 
Assessment” administered by Kenneth D. Royal, as outlined in chapter 3. The 
final survey design consisted of three main sections: Basic Institutional 
Information, Institutional Responses to Assessment Management, and 
Assessment Practices. 
 The survey, included as appendix A, included a total of 37 questions, of 
which 22 were dichotomous, 7 nominal, 7 open ended, and 1 scale.  The first 
section, Basic Institutional Information, contained 7 questions which captured 
basic demographic data on the institution completing the survey including 
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institutional status, location, size, and highest degree awarded. These questions 
provided data to enable classification of institutions for analysis of responses. 
The second section, Institutional Responses to Assessment Management, 
contained 21 questions which captured information on the oversight, policies for, 
and accountability of assessment requirements. This section provided a broad 
perspective of how assessment is handled at the highest level within the 
university and provided a basis for understanding an institution’s level of 
response. The third and final section, Assessment Practices, contained 9 
questions which captured information on how assessment activities are 
encouraged and supported through availability of incentives, resources, and 
inclusion in traditional program governance structures. The final two questions of 
this section solicited participants to opt-in to a potential follow-up interview pool 
and if so, requested an email address to allow for the follow-up outreach.  
Survey Administration 
The survey population consisted of all nonprofit, 4-year, postsecondary 
institutions that have had their NEASC accreditation continued within in the years 
of 2010, 2011, 2012, 2013, or 2014.  Through NEASC’s Commission on 
Institutions of Higher Education website, publicly available information was 
reviewed to determine which institutions received a continuation of accreditation 
during the desired timeframe of 2010-2014. From this review a total of 128 
eligible institutions were identified for potential inclusion. The researcher then 
reviewed the websites of each of the 128 institutions to identify the President, or 
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equivalent organizational head of the institution, and corresponding contact 
information. A total of 115 contact names with corresponding email addresses 
were collected and formed the total population to be surveyed. The remaining 13 
schools had no contact information available or the institution had ceased 
operating.  
A personalized letter, included in appendix B, was sent to each identified 
contact as an email with a copy of the letter both in the text of the email as well 
as attached as a PDF. The emails were sent to the first 100 participants on April 
27th and an additional 15 participants on May 25th, 2016. The mailing was 
conducted in two parts to allow additional research on validating contact 
information for a small set of institutions who required more extensive research 
on appropriate institutional contacts. A reminder to the first group was sent May 
25th, 2016 and on June 6th to the second group. The survey remained open 
following these reminders and the last survey submission was received on June 
24th, 2016. 
Descriptive Statistics 
 A total of 77 responses were received for an overall survey response rate 
of 66.9% of known contacts.  Of the responses received, 64 were fully complete, 
representing a 55.6% response rate, and the remaining 13 were partially 
completed. The profile of institutions which responded was balanced across 
demographic characteristics, except for noticeably few international or for-profit 
institutions, which reflects the composition of NEASC accredited institutions.  
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The first section of the survey, Basic Institutional Information, provided an 
overview of basic institutional characteristics of those who participated in the 
survey. This included the following:  
Institutional location. Only 2 of the 64 (3.1%) institutions provided a 
location identified as being international. This mirrors the broader composition of 
accredited members, which includes 9 international members of the 234 total, for 
a total of 3.8%. 
Institutional setting. There were a nearly equal number of urban (39.7%) 
and suburban institutions (34.9%), followed by fewer rural institutions (25.4%). 
Institutional status. A majority of institutions were private not for profit 
organizations (54.7%), followed by public institutions (39.1%) and for profit 
institutions (5.2%). 
Institutional classification. Institutions identified most frequently as 
primarily granting four year degrees (35.9%) followed by the awarding of 
primarily two year degrees (28.1%), masters degrees (20.3%), PhD degrees 
(10.9%), and as a research university (4.7%). 
Highest degree awarded. An equal number of institutions awarded 
doctoral (31.7%) or masters (31.7%) degrees, followed by bachelors (19%) and 
Associates (17.5%). 
Carnegie size classification. Institutions were asked to provide an 
approximate student enrollment figure to enable classification by size. Using the 
provided enrollment figure the Carnegie Classification of Institutions of Higher 
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Education was then utilized to assign a size classification. The greatest number 
of institutions were medium sized (34.4%) followed by an equal number of small 
(26.6%) and very small institutions (26.6%), and large institutions (12.5%). 
Most Recent NEASC Continuation of Accreditation Visit. Of the institutions 
who participated in the survey 60.9% had completed their last review in either 
2013 (21.9%), 2010 (20.3%), or 2014 (18.8%). Other participants had completed 
in 2011 (14.1%), 2012 (14.1%), 2015 (7.8%), 2009 (1.6%) or 2016 (1.6%). 
Summarized in table 4.1 below are each of these characteristics.  
 
Table 4.1 Summary of Survey Responses in Section One: Basic Institutional 
Characteristics 
            N          % of N 
Institution located in the 
United States 
        n=64  
Yes 62 96.9 
No 2 3.1 
Institutional Setting         n=63   
Urban 25 39.7 
Suburban 22 34.9 
Rural 16 25.4 
Institutional Status         n=64  
Public 25 39.1 
Private, not for profit 35 54.7 
Private, for profit 4 5.2 
Institutional Classification          n=64  
Primarily 2-year degree 
granting 
18 28.1 
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Primarily 4-year degree 
granting 
23 35.9 
Award Masters degrees 13 20.3 
Award PhD degrees 7 10.9 
Research University 3 4.7 
Highest Degree Awarded           n=63  
Associates 11 17.5 
Bachelors 12 19.0 
Masters 20 31.7 
Doctorate 20 31.7 
Carnegie Size 
Classification 
         n=64  
Very Small 17 26.6 
Small 17 26.6 
Medium 22 34.4 
Large 8 12.5 
Most Recent NEASC 
Accreditation Visit Year           n=64  
2009 1 1.6 
2010 13 20.3 
2011 9 14.1 
2012 9 14.1 
2013 14 21.9 
2014 12 18.8 
2015 5 7.8 
2016 1 1.6 
 
Understanding variations in institutional size is an important consideration 
for this study. Institutional size was provided by survey respondents through the 
question “Approximate total student enrollment (non-degree, undergraduate and 
graduate)”. In this free text response, 64 of the 77 responses provided 
approximate student enrollment data, representing 83% of the responding 
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institutions. Responses ranged from a low of 120 to a high of 250,000.  
To facilitate statistical analysis by institutional size, these enrollment 
counts needed to be grouped into classifications. To do this the Carnegie 
Classification of Institutions of Higher Education was utilized. This commonly 
used classification system provides a clear methodology for classification by a 
number of institutional characteristics including size, geographic setting, 
residential student populations or research activity. For the purposes of this study 
the “Size and Setting Classification” of the Carnegie system was utilized in order 
to categorize intuitions by overall enrollment size. While this classification 
includes the ability to further categorize by two-year or four-year college and 
percentage of students residential to the campus, for the purposes of this study 
the size classifications of four-year colleges were applied to all respondents and 
percentage of residential students was not considered.  This resulted in the 
following Carnegie size classifications: 
 Very small: fewer than 1,000 students 
 Small: 1,000-2,999 students 
 Medium: 3,000 – 9,999 
 Large: at least 10,000 
One of these four Carnegie size classifications was assigned to each institution 
based on their reported enrollment figure. Final designations are reported in table 
4.1. 
The second section of the survey, Institutional Responses to Assessment 
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Management, contained the largest number of questions and captured the 
presence of structures and policies to support learning assessment, including if 
those policies existed prior to NEASC’s elevation of learning assessment 
requirements in 2005. The following table summarizes the responses of 
participants to the second section of the survey. 
 
Table 4.2 Summary of Survey Responses in Section Two: Institutional 
Responses 
 N % of N
   
If you received a request from NEASC for information related 
to student learning, which response most closely matches 
the process your institution would follow? 
n=64 
We have an office or designated person who centrally 
maintains data on student learning across our degree 
programs 
 
26 40.6 
 
We have an office or designated person who would 
solicit the information from individual programs/schools 
 
23 35.9 
We would respond to requests on a case by case basis 
to determine how we would seek out the requested 
information on student learning 
 
13 20.3 
Other 2 3.1 
Does your institution have a central “assessment office” or 
functional equivalent that has a primary focus on facilitating 
or supporting student learning assessment initiatives? 
n=63 
Yes 36 57.1 
No 27 42.9 
 
Did this "assessment office" or equivalent also exist in 2004? 
 
n=33 
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Yes 5 15.2 
No 28 84.8 
 
Does your institution have a designated official in charge of assessment efforts 
for the overall institution?  
n=63  
Yes 40 63.5 
No 23 36.5 
 
Did this position exist in 2004? 
n=36   
Yes 10 27.8 
No 26 72.2 
 
Is this position a faculty or staff position? 
n=28   
Faculty 13 34.2 
Staff 25 65.8 
 
Is leading assessment activities this official's primary responsibility? 
n=38   
Primary responsibility 9 23.7 
A responsibility, but not their primary responsibility 29 76.3 
 
Generally speaking, which entity within your institution has primary 
responsibility for the collection of data on student learning? 
n=62   
President’s Office 3 4.8 
Provost’s Office 20 32.3 
Institutional Research Office 14 22.6 
Standalone Assessment Office 3 4.8 
Dean’s Office (school/college) 5 8.1 
Degree/Program level office 1 1.6 
Individual Academic Departments 6 9.7 
Other: 10 16.1 
 
Does your institution have an Institutional Research Office (or equivalent)? 
n=65   
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Yes 50 76.9 
No 15 23.1 
 
If your institution has the equivalent of an institutional research office, does this 
office collect information related to the direct measurements of student 
learning?  
n=48    
Yes 29 60.4 
No 19 39.6 
 
Does your institution have a dedicated central budget to 
support the assessment of student learning? 
n=63   
Yes 27 42.9 
No 36 57.1 
 
Since 2005, has your institution created a new office or 
department to assist with the assessment of student 
learning? 
n=63 
Yes 30 39.0 
No 33 42.9 
 
Since 2005, has your institution added staff positions to assist with the 
assessment of student learning? 
n=64   
Yes 34 53.1 
No 30 46.9 
 
Since 2005, has your institution added faculty positions to assist with the 
assessment of student learning? 
  n=62   
Yes 14 22.6 
No 48 77.4 
 
 
Does your school have an institutional level policy guiding the assessment of 
student learning across your programs? 
n=63   
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Yes 37 58.7 
No 26 41.3 
 
Does this institutional policy require programs, departments, or schools to 
define key concepts, competencies, or learning goals related to student 
learning?  
n=37    
Yes 35 94.6 
No 2 5.4 
 
Does this policy also require that they collect measurements of student 
learning towards these defined goals, concepts, or competencies? 
n=35   
Yes 32 91.4 
No 3 8.6 
 
Does your school have an institutional level policy requiring programs to report, 
on a defined schedule, the assessment activities the programs are 
undertaking? 
n=64   
Yes 44 68.8 
No 20 31.3 
 
If your institution requires the ongoing collection of measurement data on 
student learning, which institutional level does this policy target? 
n=42   
Schools/Colleges must collect information on student 
learning 
 
4 9.5 
Each degree program must collect information on 
student learning 
 
18 42.9 
Each academic department must collect information on 
student learning 
 
17 40.5 
Other: 3 7.1 
 
Please rate the level of involvement in facilitating your school’s learning 
assessment activities by each of the following populations: President’s Office 
n=65   
 69 
 
Not involved 17 26.2 
Occasionally involved 26 40.0 
Moderately Involved 15 23.1 
Highly Involved 7 10.8 
 
Please rate the level of involvement in facilitating your school’s learning 
assessment activities by each of the following populations: Provost’s Office  
n=57    
Not involved 1 1.8 
Occasionally involved 4 7.0 
Moderately Involved 14 24.6 
Highly Involved 38 66.7 
 
Please rate the level of involvement in facilitating your school’s learning 
assessment activities by each of the following populations: School/College 
Dean’s Office 
n=59   
Not involved 1 1.7 
Occasionally involved 2 3.4 
Moderately Involved 16 27.1 
Highly Involved 40 67.8 
 
Please rate the level of involvement in facilitating your school’s learning 
assessment activities by each of the following populations: Staff with 
assessment role  
n=63   
Not involved 4 6.3 
Occasionally involved 3 4.8 
Moderately Involved 16 25.4 
Highly Involved 40 63.5 
 
Please rate the level of involvement in facilitating your school’s learning 
assessment activities by each of the following populations: Academic 
Departments 
n=61   
Not involved 1 1.6 
Occasionally involved 5 8.2 
Moderately Involved 18 29.5 
Highly Involved 37 60.7 
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Please rate the level of involvement in facilitating your school’s learning 
assessment activities by each of the following populations: Program Faculty 
n=62    
Occasionally involved 5 8.1 
Moderately Involved 24 38.7 
Highly Involved 33 53.2 
 
The third and final section, Assessment Practices, was the smallest 
containing a total of 9 questions. The questions in this section captured 
information on how assessment activities are encouraged through availability of 
resources or incentives and if they were embedded into traditional program 
governance structures. The final two questions of this section solicited 
participants to opt-in to a potential follow-up interview pool and if so, requested 
an email address to allow for the follow-up outreach. Four of the questions in this 
section were dichotomous and are summarized in the following table 4.3.  
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Table 4.3 Summary of Dichotomous Survey Responses in Section Three: 
Assessment Practices  
 N % of N 
Are there resources or supporting offices available to 
encourage faculty participation in the assessment 
process? 
  
n=64  
Yes 55 85.9 
No 9 100.0 
   
Are there financial resources available for faculty to 
attend assessment related conferences or workshops? 
  
n=64 
Yes 54 84.4 
No 10 100.0    
Does the faculty governing body which most closely 
develops/maintains a degree program’s curriculum 
review learning assessment data? 
  
n=64 
Yes 46 76.7 
No 14 100.0 
   
When a change in a curriculum/program is proposed, is 
learning assessment information typically include as 
part of the proposal? 
  
n=61 
Yes 47 77.0 
No 14 100.0 
 
Research Questions 
 The research question in this study to be analyzed quantitatively is as 
follows: Is there any association between the existence of formal policies, 
structures, or support for learning assessment and institutional characteristics? 
To enable quantitative analysis three components of this research question were 
considered separately. All survey questions were reviewed and coded into one of 
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the three categories for testing as follows:  1) the existence of organizational 
structures which facilitate or oversee assessment activities (structures), 2) formal 
university policy mandating systematic assessment of student learning (policies), 
or 3) the availability of resources to encourage, support, or incentivize learning 
assessment efforts (support). A total of 11 survey questions were identified 
across the three categories. Positive responses to the questions within each 
category indicate the presence and institutional support for that category. Three 
questions were coded as indicating the existence of structure, five indicated the 
existence of policy, and three indicated the existence of institutional support. 
Table 4.4 below is a summary of the question coding.  
 
Table 4.4 Survey Question Classifications 
                          
Structure 
Does your institution have a central “assessment office” or functional 
equivalent that has a primary focus on facilitating or supporting student 
learning assessment initiatives? 
If your institution has the equivalent of an institutional research office, 
does this office collect information related to the direct measurements 
of student learning? 
Does your institution have a designated official in charge of 
assessment efforts for the overall institution? 
Policy 
Does your school have an institutional level policy guiding the 
assessment of student learning across your programs? 
Does this institutional policy require programs, departments, or 
schools to define key concepts, competencies, or learning goals 
related to student learning? 
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Does this policy also require that they collect measurements of student 
learning towards these defined goals, concepts, or competencies? 
Does your school have an institutional level policy requiring programs 
to report, on a defined schedule, the assessment activities the 
programs are undertaking? 
Does the faculty governing body which most closely 
develops/maintains a degree program’s curriculum review learning 
assessment data? 
Support 
Does your institution have a dedicated central budget to support the 
assessment of student learning? 
Are there resources or supporting offices available to encourage 
faculty participation in the assessment process? 
Are there financial resources available for faculty to attend assessment 
related conferences or workshops? 
 
 
Testing for Association 
Structures 
 To test the first element of the research question, is there any association 
between the existence of formal structures for learning assessment and 
institutional characteristics?, a chi-square test for association was conducted 
between five institutional characteristics and an identified set of three identified 
survey questions for the category of “structures”. Utilizing the crosstabs feature of 
SPSS this analysis was conducted and first reviewed to ensure the three 
assumptions of chi-squared analysis were met to ensure valid results.  These are 
1) the presence of two categorical variables 2) independent observations and 3) 
expected cell counts of at least five (Leaerd, 2016). The first two assumptions 
were met through the survey design process. To test the third assumption, the 
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crosstabs feature of SPSS was utilized to conduct an initial chi-squared analysis 
on the three survey questions related to “structure” and the five institutional 
characteristics. Upon review of this initial analysis it was observed that the 
expected cell counts for “large” institutions were below the assumption of at least 
5. 
This low expected count was occurring because of the few number of 
“large” institutions in the sample, which totaled 8. To resolve this, for the 
purposes of this study the researcher further combined the “medium” and “large” 
classifications into a new single “medium or large” group. This study seeks to 
understand variation by institutional size and doing so with three size 
classifications (very small, small, and medium/large) will be sufficient. As shown 
in table 4.5 the new combined classification represented 46.9% of the sample 
while very small and small represented 26.6% each. With this revised 
classification in place a new analysis was completed and the cells utilizing this 
combined classification were found to be above five, satisfying the chi-squared 
assumption. This new combined size classification will be used for all subsequent 
research question analysis.  
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Table 4.5 Combined Carnegie Classifications 
            N          % of N 
Carnegie Size 
Classification 
         N=64  
Very Small 17 26.6% 
Small 17 26.6% 
Medium or Large 30 46.9% 
   
 
 The results of the chi-squared test for association for the category of 
“structures” and each of the five institutional characteristics is shown in table 4.6 
below.  
 
Table 4.6 Summary of Chi-Square Analysis for Structure Questions and 
Institutional Characteristics 
 
Structure Question 1: Does your institution have a central “assessment office” or 
functional equivalent that has a primary focus on facilitating or supporting student 
learning assessment initiatives? 
 
 
Institutional Characteristic 1: Setting 
   Value df
Asymptotic Significance (2-
sided) 
 Pearson Chi-Square 5.749
a 2 0.056
 Likelihood Ratio 5.802 2 0.055
 Linear-by-Linear Association 1.851 1 0.174
 N of Valid Cases 62     
 
a. 0 cells (.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 
6.29. 
  
 Institutional Characteristic 2: Status 
   Value df
Asymptotic Significance (2-
sided) 
 Pearson Chi-Square .136
a 2 0.934
 Likelihood Ratio 0.135 2 0.935
 Linear-by-Linear Association 0.000 1 1.000
 N of Valid Cases 63     
 
a. 2 cells (33.3%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count 
is 1.71. 
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 Institutional Characteristic 3: Category 
   Value df
Asymptotic Significance (2-
sided) 
 Pearson Chi-Square 2.089
a 4 0.719
 Likelihood Ratio 2.112 4 0.715
 Linear-by-Linear Association 0.025 1 0.873
 N of Valid Cases 63     
 
a. 4 cells (40.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count 
is 1.29. 
   
 Institutional Characteristic 4: Highest Degree Awarded 
   Value df
Asymptotic Significance (2-
sided) 
 Pearson Chi-Square 2.768
a 3 0.429
 Likelihood Ratio 2.791 3 0.425
 Linear-by-Linear Association 0.134 1 0.714
 N of Valid Cases 62     
 
a. 2 cells (25.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count 
is 4.61. 
         
 Institutional Characteristic 5: Size 
   Value df
Asymptotic Significance (2-
sided) 
 Pearson Chi-Square 11.542
a 2 0.003
 Likelihood Ratio 11.947 2 0.003
 Linear-by-Linear Association 11.337 1 0.001
 N of Valid Cases 63     
 
a. 0 cells (.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 
6.86. 
  
Structure Question 2: If your institution has the equivalent of an institutional 
research office, does this office collect information related to the direct 
measurements of student learning? 
  
 Institutional Characteristic 1: Setting 
   Value df
Asymptotic Significance (2-
sided) 
 Pearson Chi-Square 1.653
a 2 0.438
 Likelihood Ratio 1.690 2 0.429
 Linear-by-Linear Association 1.616 1 0.204
 N of Valid Cases 47     
 
a. 2 cells (33.3%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count 
is 3.23. 
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Institutional Characteristic 2: Status 
   Value df
Asymptotic Significance (2-
sided) 
 Pearson Chi-Square 2.197
a 2 0.333
 Likelihood Ratio 2.907 2 0.234
 Linear-by-Linear Association 0.021 1 0.886
 N of Valid Cases 47     
 
a. 2 cells (33.3%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count 
is .81. 
 
 
Institutional Characteristic 3: Category 
   Value df
Asymptotic Significance (2-
sided) 
 Pearson Chi-Square 7.501
a 4 0.112
 Likelihood Ratio 7.682 4 0.104
 Linear-by-Linear Association 5.386 1 0.020
 N of Valid Cases 47     
 
a. 5 cells (50.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count 
is 1.21. 
 
 
Institutional Characteristic 4: Highest Degree Awarded 
   Value df
Asymptotic Significance (2-
sided) 
 Pearson Chi-Square 5.013
a 3 0.171
 Likelihood Ratio 5.429 3 0.143
 Linear-by-Linear Association 1.979 1 0.159
 N of Valid Cases 47     
 
a. 4 cells (50.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count 
is 3.23. 
 
 
Institutional Characteristic 5: Size 
   Value df
Asymptotic Significance (2-
sided) 
 Pearson Chi-Square 1.032
a 2 0.597
 Likelihood Ratio 1.070 2 0.586
 Linear-by-Linear Association 0.073 1 0.787
 N of Valid Cases 47     
 
a. 2 cells (33.3%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count 
is 3.64. 
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Structure Question 3: Does your institution have a designated official in charge of 
assessment efforts for the overall institution? 
  
 Institutional Characteristic 1: Setting 
   Value df
Asymptotic Significance (2-
sided) 
 Pearson Chi-Square .072
a 2 0.965
 Likelihood Ratio 0.072 2 0.965
 Linear-by-Linear Association 0.055 1 0.814
 N of Valid Cases 62     
 
a. 0 cells (.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 
5.56. 
 
 
Institutional Characteristic 2: Status 
   Value df
Asymptotic Significance (2-
sided) 
 Pearson Chi-Square .767
a 2 0.681
 Likelihood Ratio 0.780 2 0.677
 Linear-by-Linear Association 0.086 1 0.770
 N of Valid Cases 63     
 
a. 2 cells (33.3%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count 
is 1.46. 
 
 
Institutional Characteristic 3: Category 
   Value df
Asymptotic Significance (2-
sided) 
 Pearson Chi-Square 6.464
a 4 0.167
 Likelihood Ratio 7.373 4 0.117
 Linear-by-Linear Association 0.310 1 0.578
 N of Valid Cases 63     
 
a. 5 cells (50.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count 
is 1.10. 
 
 
Institutional Characteristic 4: Highest Degree Awarded 
   Value df
Asymptotic Significance (2-
sided) 
 Pearson Chi-Square .602
a 3 0.896
 Likelihood Ratio 0.622 3 0.891
 Linear-by-Linear Association 0.465 1 0.495
 N of Valid Cases 62     
 
a. 2 cells (25.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count 
is 4.08. 
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Institutional Characteristic 5: Size 
   Value df
Asymptotic Significance (2-
sided) 
 Pearson Chi-Square 2.670
a 2 0.263
 Likelihood Ratio 2.681 2 0.262
 Linear-by-Linear Association 2.586 1 0.108
 N of Valid Cases 63     
 
a. 0 cells (.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 
5.84. 
 
In reviewing this analysis there exists one statistically significant association, 
below the p<.05 level, between the question “Does your institution have a central 
“assessment office” or functional equivalent that has a primary focus on 
facilitating or supporting student learning assessment initiatives?” and combined 
Carnegie classification, x2(1) = 11.542, p = .003, with all expected cell counts 
above 5. Because there are five characteristics in this comparison there exists 
and increased risk of a type I error, which could lead to an incorrect rejection of 
the null hypothesis. To address this, the Bonferroni correction is applied which 
raises the significance level at which the null can be rejected, minimizing the risk 
of an incorrect rejection. In this case, the Bonferroni correction is p<.05 / 5, which 
results in a new rejection threshold of p<.01. This level of .01 is more 
conservative than .05. The result of p = .003 continues to allow for the rejection 
of a null hypothesis which assumes no relationship between the existence of a 
central assessment office and Carnegie classification size. This relationship is 
also further supported by viewing the crosstabs, which shows that for very small 
institutions the expected counts for having an assessment office (9.1) were 
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higher than the actual observation (4) and the expected count for medium/large 
institutions (17.1) was surpassed by the actual observation (23).  
To test the strength of this association, Cramer’s V was performed as a 
symmetric measure. Cramer’s V provides possible values which range from -1 to 
1 and according to Cohen (1988), values of .1 through .3 signify a small 
correlation, .3 through .5 signify a medium or moderate correlation, and above .5 
signifies a large/strong correlation. The Cramer’s V for this association was .428, 
p<.003, which indicates a moderate correlation between institutional size and the 
existence of a formal office to support assessment.  
Policy 
 To test the second element of the research question, is there any 
association between the existence of formal policy for learning assessment and 
institutional characteristics?, a chi-square test for association was conducted 
between each of the five institutional characteristics and the five identified survey 
questions for this category. The results of the chi-squared test for association for 
the category of “policy” and each of the five institutional characteristics is shown 
in table 4.7 below.  
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Table 4.7 Summary of Chi-Square Analysis for Policy Questions and Institutional 
Characteristics 
 
Policy Question 1: Does your school have an institutional level policy guiding the 
assessment of student learning across your programs? 
 
Institutional Characteristic 1: Setting   
  Value df Asymptotic Significance (2-sided) 
Pearson Chi-Square 1.293a 2 0.524
Likelihood Ratio 1.309 2 0.520
Linear-by-Linear Association 0.244 1 0.621
N of Valid Cases 61     
a. 0 cells (.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 5.74. 
        
Institutional Characteristic 2: Status   
  Value df Asymptotic Significance (2-sided) 
Pearson Chi-Square .543a 2 0.762
Likelihood Ratio 0.566 2 0.753
Linear-by-Linear Association 0.439 1 0.508
N of Valid Cases 62     
a. 2 cells (33.3%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 1.61. 
        
Institutional Characteristic 3: Category 
  Value df Asymptotic Significance (2-sided) 
Pearson Chi-Square 7.088a 4 0.131
Likelihood Ratio 8.410 4 0.078
Linear-by-Linear Association 0.003 1 0.954
N of Valid Cases 62     
a. 4 cells (40.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 1.21. 
        
Institutional Characteristic 4: Highest Degree Awarded 
  Value df Asymptotic Significance (2-sided) 
Pearson Chi-Square .325a 3 0.955
Likelihood Ratio 0.324 3 0.955
Linear-by-Linear Association 0.157 1 0.692
N of Valid Cases 61     
a. 2 cells (25.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 4.51. 
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Institutional Characteristic 5: Size   
  Value df Asymptotic Significance (2-sided) 
Pearson Chi-Square .431a 2 0.806
Likelihood Ratio 0.430 2 0.806
Linear-by-Linear Association 0.109 1 0.742
N of Valid Cases 62     
a. 0 cells (.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 6.05. 
 
Policy Question 2: Does this institutional policy require programs, departments, or 
schools to define key concepts, competencies, or learning goals related to student 
learning? 
 
Institutional Characteristic 1: Setting   
  Value df Asymptotic Significance (2-sided) 
Pearson Chi-Square 3.747a 2 0.154
Likelihood Ratio 4.286 2 0.117
Linear-by-Linear Association 2.707 1 0.100
N of Valid Cases 36     
a. 3 cells (50.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is .44. 
        
Institutional Characteristic 2: Status   
  Value df Asymptotic Significance (2-sided) 
Pearson Chi-Square 3.473a 2 0.176
Likelihood Ratio 4.078 2 0.130
Linear-by-Linear Association 2.737 1 0.098
N of Valid Cases 37     
a. 4 cells (66.7%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is .16. 
        
Institutional Characteristic 3: Category 
  Value df Asymptotic Significance (2-sided) 
Pearson Chi-Square 5.709a 3 0.127
Likelihood Ratio 5.553 3 0.136
Linear-by-Linear Association 3.224 1 0.073
N of Valid Cases 37     
a. 4 cells (50.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is .32. 
        
Institutional Characteristic 4: Highest Degree Awarded 
  Value df Asymptotic Significance (2-sided) 
Pearson Chi-Square 10.588a 3 0.014
Likelihood Ratio 7.810 3 0.050
Linear-by-Linear Association 6.076 1 0.014
N of Valid Cases 36     
a. 4 cells (50.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is .33. 
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Institutional Characteristic 5: Size   
  Value df Asymptotic Significance (2-sided) 
Pearson Chi-Square 2.232a 2 0.328
Likelihood Ratio 3.003 2 0.223
Linear-by-Linear Association 1.740 1 0.187
N of Valid Cases 37     
a. 3 cells (50.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is .43. 
 
Policy Question 3: Does this policy also require that they collect measurements of 
student learning towards these defined goals, concepts, or competencies? 
 
Institutional Characteristic 1: Setting   
  Value df Asymptotic Significance (2-sided) 
Pearson Chi-Square 4.055a 2 0.132
Likelihood Ratio 4.594 2 0.101
Linear-by-Linear Association 1.030 1 0.310
N of Valid Cases 34     
a. 3 cells (50.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is .71. 
        
Institutional Characteristic 2: Status   
  Value df Asymptotic Significance (2-sided) 
Pearson Chi-Square 1.610a 2 0.447
Likelihood Ratio 1.722 2 0.423
Linear-by-Linear Association 1.475 1 0.225
N of Valid Cases 35     
a. 4 cells (66.7%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is .26. 
        
Institutional Characteristic 3: Category 
  Value df Asymptotic Significance (2-sided) 
Pearson Chi-Square 2.567a 3 0.463
Likelihood Ratio 3.634 3 0.304
Linear-by-Linear Association 1.532 1 0.216
N of Valid Cases 35     
a. 4 cells (50.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is .51. 
        
Institutional Characteristic 4: Highest Degree Awarded 
  Value df Asymptotic Significance (2-sided) 
Pearson Chi-Square 6.032a 3 0.110
Likelihood Ratio 6.798 3 0.079
Linear-by-Linear Association 0.011 1 0.916
N of Valid Cases 34     
a. 5 cells (62.5%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is .35. 
 84 
Institutional Characteristic 5: Size   
  Value df Asymptotic Significance (2-sided) 
Pearson Chi-Square 2.156a 2 0.340
Likelihood Ratio 2.563 2 0.278
Linear-by-Linear Association 0.055 1 0.814
N of Valid Cases 35     
a. 3 cells (50.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is .69. 
 
Policy Question 4: Does your school have an institutional level policy requiring 
programs to report, on a defined schedule, the assessment activities the programs are 
undertaking? 
 
Institutional Characteristic 1: Setting   
  Value df Asymptotic Significance (2-sided) 
Pearson Chi-Square 1.151a 2 0.563
Likelihood Ratio 1.141 2 0.565
Linear-by-Linear Association 0.903 1 0.342
N of Valid Cases 62     
a. 1 cells (16.7%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 4.84. 
        
Institutional Characteristic 2: Status   
  Value df Asymptotic Significance (2-sided) 
Pearson Chi-Square 3.071a 2 0.215
Likelihood Ratio 3.154 2 0.207
Linear-by-Linear Association 1.468 1 0.226
N of Valid Cases 63     
a. 2 cells (33.3%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 1.27. 
        
Institutional Characteristic 3: Category 
  Value df Asymptotic Significance (2-sided) 
Pearson Chi-Square 5.363a 4 0.252
Likelihood Ratio 5.544 4 0.236
Linear-by-Linear Association 3.343 1 0.068
N of Valid Cases 63     
a. 5 cells (50.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is .95. 
        
Institutional Characteristic 4: Highest Degree Awarded 
  Value df Asymptotic Significance (2-sided) 
Pearson Chi-Square 5.234a 3 0.155
Likelihood Ratio 5.145 3 0.161
Linear-by-Linear Association 2.886 1 0.089
N of Valid Cases 62     
a. 2 cells (25.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 3.55. 
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Institutional Characteristic 5: Size   
  Value df Asymptotic Significance (2-sided) 
Pearson Chi-Square 6.351a 2 0.042
Likelihood Ratio 6.174 2 0.046
Linear-by-Linear Association 3.139 1 0.076
N of Valid Cases 63     
a. 0 cells (.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 5.08. 
 
Policy Question 5: Does the faculty governing body which most closely 
develops/maintains a degree program’s curriculum review learning assessment data? 
 
Institutional Characteristic 1: Setting   
  Value df Asymptotic Significance (2-sided) 
Pearson Chi-Square 4.822a 2 0.090
Likelihood Ratio 5.271 2 0.072
Linear-by-Linear Association 4.280 1 0.039
N of Valid Cases 58     
a. 2 cells (33.3%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 3.14. 
        
Institutional Characteristic 2: Status   
  Value df Asymptotic Significance (2-sided) 
Pearson Chi-Square .723a 2 0.696
Likelihood Ratio 0.721 2 0.697
Linear-by-Linear Association 0.403 1 0.526
N of Valid Cases 59     
a. 2 cells (33.3%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is .95. 
        
Institutional Characteristic 3: Category 
  Value df Asymptotic Significance (2-sided) 
Pearson Chi-Square 2.559a 4 0.634
Likelihood Ratio 2.751 4 0.600
Linear-by-Linear Association 0.060 1 0.807
N of Valid Cases 59     
a. 6 cells (60.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is .24. 
        
Institutional Characteristic 4: Highest Degree Awarded 
  Value df Asymptotic Significance (2-sided) 
Pearson Chi-Square 1.919a 3 0.589
Likelihood Ratio 2.113 3 0.549
Linear-by-Linear Association 0.033 1 0.855
N of Valid Cases 58     
a. 4 cells (50.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 2.47. 
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Institutional Characteristic 5: Size   
  Value df Asymptotic Significance (2-sided) 
Pearson Chi-Square .106a 2 0.948
Likelihood Ratio 0.104 2 0.949
Linear-by-Linear Association 0.099 1 0.754
N of Valid Cases 59     
a. 2 cells (33.3%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 3.56. 
 
The results of the chi-squared test for association for the category of 
“policy” and the five institutional characteristics produced one statistically 
significant association. This significant association was shown between the 
question “Does your school have an institutional level policy requiring programs 
to report, on a defined schedule, the assessment activities the programs are 
undertaking?” and the combined Carnegie classification characteristic, x2(1) = 
6.351, p = .042, with all expected cell counts above 5. Because there are five 
characteristics in this comparison there exists and increased risk of a type I error, 
which could lead to an incorrect rejection of the null hypothesis. To address this, 
the Bonferroni correction is applied which raises the significance level at which 
the null can be rejected, minimizing the risk of an incorrect rejection. In this case, 
the Bonferroni correction is p<.05 / 5, which results in a new rejection threshold 
of p<.01. This level of .01 is more conservative than .05. The result of p = .042 
allows for the rejection of a null hypothesis at a p<.05 level, which assumes no 
relationship between the existence of an institutional level policy requiring 
defined reporting of assessment activities and Carnegie classification size. 
However, the level does not reach the more conservative .01 level and a type I 
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error may be present. The relationship is further supported by viewing the 
crosstab, which shows that for very small institutions the expected counts for 
having an institutional policy for reporting (10.9) were higher than the actual 
observation (7) and the expected count for medium/large institutions (20.5) was 
below was actually observed (22). A Cramer’s V was also again performed with a 
result of .317, p<.042, again signaling a moderate relationship. 
Support 
 To test the third element of the research question, is there any association 
between the existence of institutional support for learning assessment and 
institutional characteristics?, a chi-square test for association was conducted 
between each of the five institutional characteristics and each of the three 
identified survey questions for this category. The results of the chi-squared test 
for association for the category of “institutional support” and each of the five 
institutional characteristics is shown in table 4.8 below.  
 
Table 4.8 Summary of Chi-Square Analysis for Institutional Support Questions 
and Institutional Characteristics 
 
Institutional Support Question 1: Does your institution have a dedicated central budget 
to support the assessment of student learning? 
 
Institutional Characteristic 1: Setting   
  Value df Asymptotic Significance (2-sided) 
Pearson Chi-Square .963a 2 0.618
Likelihood Ratio 0.973 2 0.615
Linear-by-Linear Association 0.780 1 0.377
N of Valid Cases 61     
a. 0 cells (.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 6.15. 
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Institutional Characteristic 2: Status   
  Value df Asymptotic Significance (2-sided) 
Pearson Chi-Square .936a 2 0.626
Likelihood Ratio 0.963 2 0.618
Linear-by-Linear Association 0.888 1 0.346
N of Valid Cases 62     
a. 2 cells (33.3%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 1.68. 
        
Institutional Characteristic 3: Category 
  Value df Asymptotic Significance (2-sided) 
Pearson Chi-Square 4.665a 4 0.323
Likelihood Ratio 4.872 4 0.301
Linear-by-Linear Association 0.991 1 0.319
N of Valid Cases 62     
a. 4 cells (40.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 1.26. 
        
Institutional Characteristic 4: Highest Degree Awarded 
  Value df Asymptotic Significance (2-sided) 
Pearson Chi-Square 2.026a 3 0.567
Likelihood Ratio 2.050 3 0.562
Linear-by-Linear Association 0.624 1 0.430
N of Valid Cases 61     
a. 2 cells (25.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 4.51. 
        
Institutional Characteristic 5: Size   
  Value df Asymptotic Significance (2-sided) 
Pearson Chi-Square 6.295a 2 0.043
Likelihood Ratio 6.402 2 0.041
Linear-by-Linear Association 5.446 1 0.020
N of Valid Cases 62     
a. 0 cells (.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 6.71. 
 
Institutional Support Question 2: Are there resources or supporting offices available to 
encourage faculty participation in the assessment process? 
 
Institutional Characteristic 1: Setting   
  Value df Asymptotic Significance (2-sided) 
Pearson Chi-Square .930a 2 0.628
Likelihood Ratio 0.964 2 0.618
Linear-by-Linear Association 0.042 1 0.837
N of Valid Cases 62     
a. 3 cells (50.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 2.18. 
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Institutional Characteristic 2: Status   
  Value df Asymptotic Significance (2-sided) 
Pearson Chi-Square 4.450a 2 0.108
Likelihood Ratio 3.153 2 0.207
Linear-by-Linear Association 1.461 1 0.227
N of Valid Cases 63     
a. 4 cells (66.7%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is .57. 
        
Institutional Characteristic 3: Category 
  Value df Asymptotic Significance (2-sided) 
Pearson Chi-Square .604a 4 0.963
Likelihood Ratio 1.025 4 0.906
Linear-by-Linear Association 0.245 1 0.620
N of Valid Cases 63     
a. 6 cells (60.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is .43. 
        
Institutional Characteristic 4: Highest Degree Awarded 
  Value df Asymptotic Significance (2-sided) 
Pearson Chi-Square 2.571a 3 0.463
Likelihood Ratio 4.085 3 0.252
Linear-by-Linear Association 1.001 1 0.317
N of Valid Cases 62     
a. 4 cells (50.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 1.60. 
        
Institutional Characteristic 5: Size   
  Value df Asymptotic Significance (2-sided) 
Pearson Chi-Square .867a 2 0.648
Likelihood Ratio 0.883 2 0.643
Linear-by-Linear Association 0.750 1 0.387
N of Valid Cases 63     
a. 3 cells (50.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 2.29. 
        
Institutional Support Question 3: Are there financial resources available for faculty to 
attend assessment related conferences or workshops? 
 
Institutional Characteristic 1: Setting   
  Value df Asymptotic Significance (2-sided) 
Pearson Chi-Square 2.521a 2 0.284
Likelihood Ratio 2.586 2 0.275
Linear-by-Linear Association 2.473 1 0.116
N of Valid Cases 62     
a. 3 cells (50.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 2.42. 
 90 
Institutional Characteristic 2: Status   
  Value df Asymptotic Significance (2-sided) 
Pearson Chi-Square .285a 2 0.867
Likelihood Ratio 0.255 2 0.880
Linear-by-Linear Association 0.037 1 0.847
N of Valid Cases 63     
a. 3 cells (50.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is .63. 
        
Institutional Characteristic 3: Category 
  Value df Asymptotic Significance (2-sided) 
Pearson Chi-Square 4.650a 4 0.325
Likelihood Ratio 5.466 4 0.243
Linear-by-Linear Association 1.356 1 0.244
N of Valid Cases 63     
a. 6 cells (60.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is .48. 
        
Institutional Characteristic 4: Highest Degree Awarded 
  Value df Asymptotic Significance (2-sided) 
Pearson Chi-Square 2.704a 3 0.440
Likelihood Ratio 2.606 3 0.456
Linear-by-Linear Association 2.245 1 0.134
N of Valid Cases 62     
a. 4 cells (50.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 1.77. 
        
Institutional Characteristic 5: Size   
  Value df Asymptotic Significance (2-sided) 
Pearson Chi-Square 3.649a 2 0.161
Likelihood Ratio 3.892 2 0.143
Linear-by-Linear Association 3.063 1 0.080
N of Valid Cases 63     
a. 3 cells (50.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 2.54. 
 
The complete results of the chi-squared analysis for this question showed one 
statistically significant association, between the question “Does your institution 
have a dedicated central budget to support the assessment of student learning?” 
and combined Carnegie classification, x2(1) = 6.295, p = .043, with all expected 
cell counts above 5. Because there are five characteristics in this comparison 
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there exists and increased risk of a type I error, which could lead to an incorrect 
rejection of the null hypothesis. To address this, the Bonferroni correction is 
applied which raises the significance level at which the null can be rejected, 
minimizing the risk of an incorrect rejection. In this case, the Bonferroni 
correction is p<.05 / 5, which results in a new rejection threshold of p<.01. This 
level of .01 is more conservative than .05. The result of p = .043 allows for the 
rejection of a null hypothesis at the P<.05 level, which assumes no relationship 
between the existence of an institutional budget supporting assessment and 
Carnegie classification size. However, the level does not reach the more 
conservative .01 level and a type I error may be present. The  relationship is  
further supported by viewing the crosstab, which shows that for very small 
institutions the expected counts for having an institutional policy for reporting 
(6.7) were higher than the actual observation (4) and the expected count for 
medium/large institutions (12.2) was below was actually observed (17). A 
Cramer’s V was also again performed with a result of .319, p<.043, again 
signaling a moderate relationship. 
Summary of Quantitative Results 
The first research question of this study was Is there any association 
between the existence of formal policies, structures, or support for learning 
assessment and institutional characteristics?. To determine association between 
institutional characteristics and the three components articulated in this question, 
survey questions were reviewed and placed into one of the three categories: 1) 
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the existence of an organizational structure which facilitate or oversee 
assessment activities (structures) formal university policy mandating systematic 
assessment of student learning (policies), or the availability of resources to 
encourage, support, or incentivize learning assessment efforts (support).  
Structures 
The results of the chi-squared analysis indicate a statistically significant 
relationship at the p<.01 level between the Carnegie classification of institutional 
size and the existence of a central “assessment office” or functional equivalent 
that has a primary focus on facilitating or supporting student learning assessment 
initiatives. This relationship is moderately strong. Institutions with a higher size 
classification have a strong association to having the existence of a formal office, 
while smaller institutions were less likely to have indicated the presence of this 
office. All other questions in this category tested against institutional 
characteristics did not reveal any statistically significant associations.  
Policy 
The results of the chi-squared analysis indicate a statistically significant 
relationship at the p<.05 level between the Carnegie classification of institutional 
size and an institutional level policy requiring programs to report, on a defined 
schedule, the assessment activities the programs are undertaking. This 
relationship is moderately strong. Institutions with a higher size classification 
have a strong association to having the existence of a policy which mandates 
assessment reporting across the institution, while smaller institutions were less 
 93 
likely to have such a policy. All other questions in this category tested against 
institutional characteristics did not reveal any statistically significant associations.  
Support 
The results of the chi-squared analysis indicate a statistically significant 
relationship at the p<.05 level between the Carnegie classification of institutional 
size and a dedicated institutional central budget to support the assessment of 
student learning. This relationship is moderately strong. Institutions with a higher 
size classification have a strong association to having the existence of central 
budgets to support assessment, while smaller institutions were less likely to have 
such support. All other questions in this category tested against institutional 
characteristics did not reveal statistically significant associations.  
The result of the structures analysis has a low risk of a type I error given 
the value of p = .003, which is below the Bonferroni correction threshold of p<.01. 
The result of the policy and support analysis must include a consideration of a 
type I error given the values of below p<.05, but above p<.01.  
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CHAPTER FIVE:  QUALITATIVE ANALYSIS 
Introduction 
 The purpose of this study was to explore how institutions of higher 
education have responded to changes in NEASC accreditation standards that 
more explicitly require the documentation of student learning. Understanding 
these institutional responses is important given the overall increased scrutiny of 
higher education. To understand institutional responses data were collected 
through two methods: an online survey and individual interviews. The previous 
chapter reviewed quantitative findings from the survey and this chapter will 
review the qualitative research findings of the individual interviews.  
Instrument 
To provide a deeper understanding into the institutional responses the 
researcher designed individual interviews to supplement and enrich the 
information captured in the survey. To structure the interview and provide 
consistency the researcher developed an interview protocol to serve as a 
foundation for each interview. To design the protocol, responses to the survey 
questions were first reviewed to provide a baseline understanding of 
organizational responses. Specific interview questions were subsequently 
developed to provide additional context on the actual organizational responses, 
furthering understanding of the characteristics of those responses and providing 
perspectives into the motivating factors behind the organization response. 
Collectively, these questions allow the research to move beyond the basic 
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structure of the institutional response to seek why the institution responded in a 
particular way. A total of 10 questions were developed for the interview protocol 
and are listed in table 5.1. During the interview, questions were added to explore 
unique context provided by the participant.  
Table 5.1 Interview Protocol 
 
Interview Questions 
What is your role in the assessment process at your institution? 
Broadly, can you describe your institutions approach to capturing, organizing, 
and using assessment data? 
How has this approach you have described changed over the last 10 years? 
What were the major influences which made your organization choose this 
particular approach to assessment? 
What has been the reaction of senior leadership of the organization towards 
increased requirements to assess student learning? 
What has been the reaction of your faculty? 
What has been particularly successful about your institutions approach to 
assessment? 
What have been the greatest challenges? 
Is there anything you would change about the current approach? 
How do you view this approach evolving in the years ahead? 
 
Participant Selection 
  Each participant of the survey was provided the opportunity to “opt-in” to 
the interview phase of this study through the inclusion of a survey question. In 
total 38 survey participants answered yes to this “opt-in” question and provided 
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contact information. To determine the interview sample from among these 38 
potential participants, the researcher reviewed the survey responses of 
participants and classified each as having a “high” or “low” response level to 
assessment, as outlined in chapter 3. Applying this classification system yielded 
a total of 17 institutions in the “low” response category, 14 in the “high” response 
category, and 7 which were neither “low” nor “high”.  
To invite participants to interview, the “low” and “high” response groups 
were each placed in Microsoft Excel and sorted by response level and then last 
name. A total of 10 interviews would be conducted with 5 interviews from each 
group.  To select the 5 interviews from each group random numbers were 
generated using the =RANDBETWEEN function in Microsoft Excel, with a 
maximum number limiting the participants in each group. The randomly 
generated numbers were used to select which rows would form the initial 
invitations. Invitations were sent by email and a mutually agreeable time was 
established to conduct the interview by telephone. The first set of mail merged 
email invitations were sent on February 28, 2017 and a reminder email to non-
respondents was sent on March 15th. The initial mailing secured a total of 7 
interviews. Random numbers were again used to select additional participants 
with a second round of invitations sent on March 28th, 2017. Together these 
invitations secured the10 total interviews.   
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Data collection 
 All interviews began with the reading of an introductory consent script, 
approved by the Institutional Review Board. The consent script informed the 
participant of the study purpose, their rights, and requested permission to record 
the interview for transcription and research purposes. All interviewers consented 
to participate and the audio of the interview was recorded using the Audacity 
audio recording program. Interviews lasted 20-30 minutes each and followed the 
established interview protocol. The researcher used a speakerphone to allow for 
the ability to simultaneously record the audio digitally while taking notes. All 
digital audio files were saved as a “.wav” file, reviewed, and fully transcribed. The 
notes of the researcher were also saved for each interview. The notes of the 
interviewer and the transcribed interviews formed the data set for qualitative 
analysis.  
Qualitative Analysis 
 The researcher conducted the following process to qualitatively analyze 
the collected interview data: 1) the transcribed interviews and notes of the 
researcher were reviewed and cross-interview notes were created; 2) 
transcriptions were loaded into the NVivo 11.0 software platform; 3) 
transcriptions were reviewed within the NVivo software and coded both 
thematically and by case; 4) the codes were explored using the qualitative 
research features of the NVivo software including word clouds, frequencies of 
coding, and existence of codes across multiple interviews; 5) the transcripts were 
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again reviewed with additional coding added that was informed by the qualitative 
research features of NVivo. 
Qualitative Findings 
The analysis of the interview transcripts, coding, and researcher notes 
revealed four themes informing institutional approaches to assessment.  The 
following four themes were identified: perceived benefits; legitimacy; institutional 
needs; and stakeholder buy-in. The characteristics of each of these four themes 
include: 
Perceived Benefits 
 Interview participants expressed a perceived benefit of assessment 
for the institution and its students as a motivating factor in supporting 
assessment. Articulating institutional benefits as a reason for continuing 
assessment was a more frequently cited reason than external 
requirements such as accreditation or legislative mandates. Internal 
benefits of assessment most frequently referenced were: 
 Process which can facilitate distinction for an institution – 
assessment can help an institution understand what it does well, 
highlight those achievements, and create a focus on driving 
distinctive elements of a school forward. This is particularly 
referenced by schools with specialized missions or programs. 
 Enabling faculty dialogue – it was frequently cited that assessment 
processes facilitate a dialogue between faculty which creates a 
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beneficial focus on curricula, student learning, and pedagogy.  
 Quality and rigor – having an assessment process in place forces a 
positive and beneficial focus on the quality and rigor of academic 
programs, leading to improvement efforts. 
Legitimacy 
Approaches to assessment were framed on achieving legitimacy. 
Interview participants frequently referenced a purposeful structuring of 
assessment oversight or activities in ways that increased the perceived 
legitimacy of the effort, particularly with faculty. This included embedding 
assessment within existing faculty governance structures, empowering 
committees who receive assessment information to facilitate change 
based on assessments, and ensuring clear lines of oversight leading to 
individuals with academic authority, including the president or provost. 
Institutional need 
Assessment also was also framed as organized around defined 
institutional needs. The quantitative review of survey results indicated a 
statistically significant difference in responses by Carnegie size 
classification. When exploring the motivations for how organizations 
responded with interviewees, size was only explicitly referenced once. 
Additional motivations referenced included: aligning assessment with 
processes that mirrored existing efforts at the institution (including 
embedding within existing faculty curriculum committees); charging a 
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school or college level dean with responsibility if the institution is 
comprised of multiple units; and if an institutional research office or 
equivalent exists, leveraging that office to advance assessment initiatives.   
Stakeholder buy-in 
Participant responses included references to a continuing challenge 
of ensuring stakeholder buy-in when designing approaches to 
assessment.  These challenges include: ensuring that assessment 
remains relevant in the minds of faculty; ensuring resources exist to 
support faculty engagement in leadership positions that advance 
assessment; and maintaining currency in assessment information. 
Participants cited a need for continued faculty buy-in as being vital to the 
assessment process. 
Interview Participant #1 
 Interview participant #1 came from an institution with a “low” assessment 
response as determined by the researcher using identified survey questions. The 
institution was public, located in a suburban setting, awarded the associates 
degree as the highest degree, and was identified with a Carnegie size 
classification of medium/large.  
 The participant was the president of the institution. As president, the 
participant defined their role in assessment within the institution as being 
“involved in all of the discussions that we've held, and making decisions about 
how we are organized to handle the different assessment requirements”. The 
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participant did not oversee assessment activities on a daily basis, but as head of 
the school had responsibility for ensuring that assessment occurred within the 
institution to meet all school, state, or accreditation needs.  
Perceived Benefits 
Participant #1 framed that while there exist challenges to advancing 
assessment there also exist programmatic benefits motivating continued support 
of assessment initiatives. “We need to figure out how to better deal with that 
aspect of keeping students actually engaged in what's actually going on in the 
classroom and on campus. That's always a challenge for us. But if we are able to 
do those things, then I think accountability will -- it won't be a barrier, it certainly 
will be just an expected outcome. You know, of course we're accountable, and 
here's what we're doing, and we can document it, and here's why.” Assessment 
was also framed as being a path forward to addressing a perceived gap between 
outcomes data and actual program improvements. “I think we're going to have to 
pay even more attention to the data that we collect, and then what we do about it. 
That's always where the gap is. We know a lot more about things than we used 
to, to change our approach”. These continued improvements in understanding 
student learning and how to improve programs resonated with participant #1, as 
was stated early in the interview that “the continuing conversations among faculty 
about what we're doing. I think that has been very, very beneficial. We talk a lot 
about teaching and learning on this campus, and I think that's important.” 
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Legitimacy 
In this institution, oversight of assessment rested with the academic dean, 
department chairs, and program coordinators to embed assessment oversight 
closer to programs. In addition, this institution had “an institutional effectiveness 
committee that was established a long time ago that meets on a regular basis 
that continues to look at these issues.” Legitimacy was perceived as increased 
given the linking of oversight close to programs and the inclusion of a long-
standing committee.  
Institutional need 
The participant referenced several additional needs influencing its need to 
formalize assessment. As a public institution, formal placement tests had been 
utilized to determine a student’s level of courses and new state legislative 
requirements “required us to first of all start using multiple measures of 
assessment in order to determine a student's placement in the academic grid”, 
promoting a focus on more holistic measures. In addition, because of an 
increased state focus on engagement between 2 and 4 year colleges, this 
institution had to “revise and revamp some of our aforementioned abilities to be 
able to meet the new transfer articulation program requirements”. The 
advancement of assessment was influenced by these needs and aligned to 
support these efforts, including the use of “an institutional effectiveness 
committee that was established a long time ago” and reflected the alignment of 
assessment with existing institutional structures.   
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Stakeholder buy-in 
While the response of faculty at this institution to assessment was “as 
varied as the faculty personalities”, the continued presence of assessment has 
increased buy-in and furthered its impact. In 1998 the institution received a grant 
to develop an “abilities curriculum”, which prompted a need to assess outcomes. 
The linkage of assessment to institutional efforts continued to increase buy-in, 
and “the idea of assessing outcomes is not a foreign one. And I think pretty 
much, for the most part, faculty, now, accept it, and they take it as standard, and 
some of them really rejoice in it”.  
Interview Participant #2 
 Interview participant #2 came from an institution with a “low” assessment 
response as determined by the researcher using identified survey questions. The 
institution was private not for profit, located in a suburban setting, awarded the 
bachelor’s degree as the highest degree, and was identified with a Carnegie size 
classification of very small.  
 The participant was the president of the institution and viewed their role in 
assessment as using “already existing structures, mechanisms, cultures” and 
considering “how can they be amplified and institutionalized in ways that then 
conform with external expectation of assessment, and also help inform strategic 
repositioning, and forward-motion of the institution”. 
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Perceived Benefits 
Participant #2 framed assessment as having the ability to drive strategic 
benefits for the institution. Specifically, that assessment may help an institution to 
articulate its distinctiveness and strategic positioning. The participant noted that 
there have been “really positive and helpful conversations thinking about how to 
move the institution forward, and how, then, we could enhance our value 
proposition for recruits”. Faculty have benefited from having “much more robust 
conversations about what does a […] degree mean. Really good -- stuff you'd be 
really proud of in the give and take of academic discourse”. The president then 
leveraged these conversations to “to introduce strategic evolution concepts, 
strategic change concepts” and to “help interpret the institution to itself, and 
interpret the institution externally”. Collectively, assessment was used by this 
institution to directly benefit the strategic change process by promoting an 
articulation of the quality and distinctiveness of programs and then leveraging 
that messaging to advance the institution.  
Legitimacy 
Assessment oversight at this intuition aligned with existing faculty 
structures to achieve legitimacy. “The academic dean is responsible, the 
department chairs, the program coordinators” were involved in the process and 
“an institutional effectiveness committee that was established a long time ago 
that meets on a regular basis that continues to look at these issues” was also 
engaged. The president also viewed their role as having “to help our faculty 
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understand they're already doing it” to reinforce that assessment is a legitimate 
effort and not something foreign to them. 
Institutional need 
Participant #2 highlighted that as an institution focused on the arts there 
was a high level of student review which already existed in their programs. 
External assessment requirements were aligned with this existing need and 
“assessment is kind of baked into the process”. This integrative process included 
“a ton of critique, especially given the fact that we are, on average, more 
conceptual than maybe some other programs that are more vocational. So, that 
means that students are dealing with the ideas behind their work, especially the 
commercial designers, but even the fine artists, and are having to do the 
research, and do the strenuous conceptual work of writing, and thinking, and 
being able to articulate, and then talk about their work in front of themselves, and 
colleagues, and faculty.” This focus on student learning was formalized through a 
capstone experience where “every student stands in front of a panel of three to 
five faculty members individually” and an “assessment is written by each of the 
three evaluators.” 
Stakeholder buy-in 
At this institution, “every class has specific learning outcomes, some of 
which are pretty general, but some of which are very demonstrably skills-based”. 
This awareness of assessment was then carried through the program, 
maintaining a faculty, and student, focus on student learning. As part of the 
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capstone, faculty and students “engage in a conversation about what is it they 
hoped to achieve, what did they get done, and what's next? And how does that fit 
with where their concentration is going, and then hopefully a conversation about 
how this fits into future career aspirations”. This meaningful interaction on 
learning, not framed specifically as learning assessment but as a critical element 
of the program experience, enhances stakeholder engagement and buy-in for 
assessment more broadly. 
Interview Participant #3 
 Interview participant #3 came from an institution with a “high” assessment 
response as determined by the researcher using identified survey questions. The 
institution was public, located in an urban setting, awarded the master’s degree 
as the highest degree, and was identified with a Carnegie size classification of 
medium/large.  
 The participant was the president of the institution and viewed their role in 
assessment as “to continue to support all the efforts that are going on. And to 
remind everybody, especially at the board of trustees level, that it is a very 
important activity that we must continue to be actively engaged in, and continue 
to develop, and continue to learn.” 
Perceived Benefits 
The participant stated that the assessment structure at the institution helps 
faculty to understand that learning is taken “very seriously” and the institution will 
“continue to work with all faculty so that everybody has an understanding of 
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assessment, and how important it is, and how to measure it, and what kind of 
rubrics you need to develop for your specific courses, et cetera.” From this a 
clear benefit that has emerged is the sharing of assessment information and 
promoting dialogue on student learning across the faculty. “I think one of the 
things that has been successful is having a number of events in which faculty 
comes together to talk about these things, form their own groups and 
organization. And that is the most helpful thing. I mean, when faculty can talk to 
each other, they learn from each other. That is as powerful as anything that you 
can do.” 
Legitimacy 
The need for systematic assessment of student learning led this institution 
to create an assessment office and hire a director of assessment. The office was 
positioned as being collaborative, advancing “a coordinated effort that has 
involved faculty, staff, even the curriculum.” The office is further legitimized 
through direct reporting to the Provost, and other institutional offices support 
assessment, including a Center for Excellence in Learning and Teaching. This 
“center basically helps faculty with teaching technologies, teaching techniques, 
teaching development, professional development. And one of the things that they 
had working with the office of assessment to help faculty understand what 
assessments or how assessment can play a role in their courses, how to 
incorporate learning outcome into the syllabi, et cetera.”. The academic affairs 
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committee of the board of trustees also received assessment information, 
bringing it to the highest level of governance within the institution.  
Institutional need 
Participant #3 stated that there existed a need for “directing the whole 
institutional effort towards assessment of learning outcomes” which led to the 
creation of a formal office and position to support assessment. It was “easier to 
centralize those kinds of activities” for this institution and the creation of the office 
fulfilled an institutional need. The provost advanced this office model to fulfill 
specific assessment objectives. As a public institution, the assessment process 
also fulfilled state expectations as “whatever we have to report to the state, it just 
flows naturally.” 
Stakeholder buy-in 
The participant highlighted stakeholders across each level of the 
organization engaging in the assessment process. The board receives 
assessment through a dedicated sub-committee, the assessment office is a 
direct report to the provost alongside the academic programs, and faculty are 
engaged through the assessment office, teaching center, and provost office. The 
participant also changed the organization to establish deans to oversee the 
various colleges and programs. These deans assisted with advancing 
assessment at the school level and the participant stated this was an 
improvement over the previous more distributed model and reliance on a larger 
number of department chairs to drive assessment.  
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Interview Participant #4 
 Interview participant #4 came from an institution with a “high” assessment 
response as determined by the researcher using identified survey questions. The 
institution was public, located in an urban setting, awarded the doctorate as the 
highest degree, and was identified with a Carnegie size classification of small.  
 The participant’s role was within a professionally focused medical campus 
of three schools. The participant served as dean of one of the three schools and 
as the provost of the campus. In the role of dean, the participant had “direct 
responsibility with appropriate support for the assessment of students within our 
school”. As Provost the participant had overall oversight of assessment through 
the supervision of the two other deans. 
Perceived Benefits 
Participant #4’s assessment process advanced “narrative assessments, in 
addition to simple kind of numerical, quantitative assessments” that has been a 
“very different approach from the faculty” but one that has created a benefit for 
student learning. The “proportion of [institutional] assessments that are done in 
the setting of simulation and experiential learning” had increased and fostered a 
broader conversation on student learning. The students have a desire to 
understand what they “could they have done better” and the assessment process 
has given faculty an additional vehicle to relay that information. Assessment was 
“overall positive” for the institution and some “faculty has had a lot of enthusiasm 
for the concepts associated with it”. 
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Legitimacy 
The participant stated that assessment reported into a “faculty 
representative body that gives major input both to the administrative -- sort of the 
educational staff, if you will, the associate deans assigned to education” and to 
the dean and provost. This faculty assembly varied in composition by each 
school but each had “purview over both the curriculum and at the high level of 
assessment processes”. In addition, an “an inter-school curriculum body”, 
established three years ago to develop “inter-professional curricular content” 
across schools also serves as a platform to share assessment practices across 
the three colleges of this campus.  
Institutional need 
Participant #4 defined a unique campus structure that includes three 
colleges related to fields of health each with unique structures and accreditation 
requirements. Assessment practices were then aligned with this unique attribute, 
allowing flexibility across the three colleges. All were required to report 
assessment information to the campus Provost, but each aligned assessment 
with existing specialized accreditation requirements, which “kind of have lent 
itself more to embedding it within the schools”. 
Stakeholder buy-in 
The participant stated that assessment was viewed positively by both 
students and faculty. “Students feel that the way they're being assessed is a 
better representation of what they're doing. They also feel that they're getting 
 111 
important feedback to help them in future professional careers.” And the faculty 
“really have generated the ideas of how we're actually doing it in specific 
instances”. Together, stakeholders have been able to leverage assessment to 
inform programmatic improvements. 
Interview Participant #5 
 Interview participant #5 came from an institution with a “high” assessment 
response as determined by the researcher using identified survey questions. The 
institution was public, located in a suburban setting, awarded the masters as the 
highest degree, and was identified with a Carnegie size classification of 
medium/large.  The participant served as president and viewed their role as 
working closely with the deans of the college to support and enable learning 
assessment efforts.  
Perceived Benefits 
As a state supported institution, the participant saw state and specialized 
accreditation requirements as a critical area of focus for institution. The need to 
assess student learning aligned well with supporting this need and benefited 
state outcomes reports. A central assessment office supported the advancement 
of assessment across the institution and “the assessment programs, both the 
faculty, students, teachers, are pretty effective”. In addition, “all of our staff 
development programs led by faculty have dealt with assessment…And so, I 
think the whole focus in the last 6 or 8 years has been on assessment in terms of 
what are we teaching? How are we teaching? And is it effective? And are 
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students performing the way they should be?”  
Legitimacy 
Participant #5 referenced alignment with existing legitimate governance 
structures. The faculty governance structure was an all-university council and the 
director of assessment “would work with them very closely, and work with the 
curriculum sub-committee, the assessment sub-committee. So yeah, there was a 
great relationship with the governance structure because, you know to make a 
proposal to change, you need to get the approval of the all-university council, and 
it goes to the president.” The assessment office was supported by the provost 
and president, engaged with the existing faculty governance structure, and the 
initial director of the office was a tenured member of the faculty. 
Institutional need 
Critical institutional needs articulated by this participant focused on state 
and specialized accreditation requirements. This was highlighted through an 
example of the teacher education programs within the institution. “As the state 
changed the regulations, we needed to change our program requirements 
because if our teachers were going to teach, they had to be prepared to handle 
the new assessment”. “And so, we changed curriculum, we worked with faculty. 
Faculty were great. The dean and the chair worked very closely with us, and we 
supported it financially as an institution. And we did it in two areas. One is how 
do teachers deal with assessment of students when they graduate and they're 
out in the teaching field. Secondly, how do our faculty deal with assessment in 
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assessing their capabilities? And then thirdly is, how do they assess themselves 
as teacher candidates in terms of themselves?” More broadly, beyond the 
education program, the institution was “required every year to do a five-year 
assessment anyway of every academic area” as part of a state requirement. For 
both of these needs, the assessment program created in this participants 
institution helped the institution to respond.  
Stakeholder buy-in 
The participant referenced faculty buy-in as ensuring the director of 
assessment had credibility and support of faculty. “The one thing is you got to 
have somebody who's very confident and knowledgeable of assessment also. 
The relationship of faculty is great, but you need somebody who really 
understands it. And so, we had both. Yeah, I just think that's critical.” The 
participant further articulated the value of faculty buy in: “I mean, to superimpose 
the director of assessment from the top down without the involvement of faculty 
to me is serious because assessment is going to really be developed at the 
faculty level, not at the president's level. So, you need the support of the faculty 
to get it done.” 
Interview Participant #6 
 Interview participant #6 came from an institution with a “low” assessment 
response as determined by the researcher using identified survey questions. The 
institution was private not for profit, located in a suburban setting, awarded the 
bachelors as the highest degree, and was identified with a Carnegie size 
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classification of very small.  The participant served as an assistant provost and 
viewed their role as “in charge of making sure that assessment happens in my 
institution” by engaging faculty across the school.  
Perceived Benefits 
The participant viewed assessment as being able to provide a deeper 
level of understanding of the institution to itself, particularly given the institution’s 
young age and small size. The participant stated that course based assessment 
is “great”, “but can we find a way to create a meaningful picture of all of it 
together that helps us understand both individual student achievement, but also 
how our whole curriculum works?”.  The assessment process brought faculty into 
this boarder conversation. “for example, I remember a couple years ago, one of 
our biology faculty, I was sitting on the other side of the room and I heard her 
say, "But that's the exact same thing I teach." And she was talking to one of our 
mechanical engineering faculty. And it was really about experimentation and 
critical thinking. And those are the same things, even though there might be 
different words associated, no matter what field you're in. So, when they find 
things like that, that's been a way to excite faculty.”  The institution itself also has 
a “transformative” view of the approach to education and “we can do that a lot 
more easily if we have a good way to back up the actual effects of what it is we 
do here. We not only show people how it’s different, but what the outcomes are 
related to that”.  
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Legitimacy 
The participant’s institution had a “curriculum innovation committee” which 
is “formal, ongoing” and has responsibility for designing the assessment process. 
“Formally, the group reports to the provost” but has direct relationships with the 
Associate Provost and the Associate Dean for Curriculum and Academic 
Programs. This formal, legitimate faculty committee was engaged in the 
assessment process, considering assessment findings and using them to inform 
program enhancements. 
Institutional need 
Participant #6’s institution was unique as the “faculty operate as a faculty 
of the whole, despite the fact that they cover everything from anthropology, to 
biology, to physics, to engineering. There are no departments here.” In addition, 
the programs are small and focused so there is only “one set of learning 
outcomes for the entire institution”. The program also has a “pretty rapid pace of 
curriculum change”. The assessment structure needed to meet the needs of an 
institution which is small, responsive, and dynamic.  
Stakeholder buy-in 
The participant explicitly cited buy-in as an initial challenge to developing 
assessment processes. When assessment was “framed initially, it ended up 
being framed around accreditation. And that to me isn't -- accreditation is a driver 
of maybe timing of creating a process, but it shouldn't actually be the driver of a 
process because the process -- the driver should be, is our curriculum 
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successful? And how can we do it better?”  In order to do assessment well 
“doesn't require just coming up with a list of learning outcomes and saying, "Go 
at it." There's the actual design, "Okay, how are we going to capture data? How 
are we going to capture evidence to support that data?" And then even the whole 
faculty development side of, how do I assess this thing?” As part of an effective 
assessment program, there needs to be a “big faculty development portion”. 
Interview Participant #7 
 Interview participant #7 came from an institution with a “high” assessment 
response as determined by the researcher using identified survey questions. The 
institution was public, located in a suburban setting, awarded the masters as the 
highest degree, and was identified with a Carnegie size classification of 
medium/large.  The participant served as president and appointed the chair of 
the university assessment committee, which has responsibility for overseeing all 
assessment efforts at the university.  
Perceived Benefits 
The participant referenced the enhancement of faculty engagement and 
increased dialogue on student learning as a benefit of assessment. The faculty 
committee leading assessment efforts at the institution “had a retreat on 
assessment. They've had workshops on assessment. They've brought academic 
departments in to teach other academic departments about assessment. It's 
taken on a life of its own. It's really today much stronger, and much more 
focused, and much more authentic than it ever has been” which has all led to 
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more engaging conversations on student learning. Non-academic offices also 
participate with the student affairs division having a “very robust assessment 
program” that they are now aligning with the academic assessment efforts. 
Legitimacy 
Participant #7 stated a need for the assessment process to be embedded 
within existing governance structures. Assessment at this institution was led by 
“a senate/university committee” which was “seen as the committee that requires 
that assessment be done by all the departments”. The committee was “a very 
important committee created by the senate” and because of its positioning “has a 
lot of clout”. The committee was comprised of faculty of which half “is elected by 
the senate” and “half of it is appointed”, with the chair appointed by the President. 
Institutional need 
The participant cited an institutional awareness of limited resources, but 
this need was not solely a limiting factor in assessment designs. “To create an 
office and have a full-time person there probably would have necessitated my 
taking a faculty member out of the teaching and research capacity into an 
administrative capacity. And I thought that that would not be a good way to go 
because we just have limited resources.” The approach taken was to share 
responsibility of assessment with the faculty senate, not within a separate office, 
which also provided “the strength of the senate behind it so it would have teeth, it 
would have clout”. This distributed model of assessment oversight for this 
institution was “a good model” for their needs. 
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Stakeholder buy-in 
Participant #7 referenced faculty ownership in the assessment process as 
informing their approach to assessment. Historically, for assessment within this 
institution “you would have some academic departments, in terms of student 
outcomes, doing a very good job, and others less so. And because of that, we 
thought that we would rethink the committee.” The committee at the time had 
“very little clout” and “people would pay attention but it was marginal”. During the 
“re-think” of the institution’s approach to assessment it was recognized that “our 
senate is very, very collaborative. And so, the idea that it would come through the 
senate made good sense”. The new process is embedded within the faculty 
senate which gives the effort visibility across the faculty. The work of this 
committee has engaged departments and led retreats as faculty buy-in grew. 
Increasingly, particularly with newer faculty, they are “intellectually interested in 
that question. Are my students learning?” 
Interview Participant #8 
 Interview participant #8 came from an institution with a “low” assessment 
response as determined by the researcher using identified survey questions. The 
institution was private not for profit, located in a suburban setting, awarded the 
doctorate as the highest degree, and was identified with a Carnegie size 
classification of medium/large.  The participant served as an Associate Provost 
with oversight of accreditation and therefore had awareness of assessment 
efforts across the institution.  
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Perceived Benefits 
The participant stated it is “impossible to create one system” across a 
university to assess student learning because “methods of teaching, what the 
curriculum is, what people are required to learn" varies “dramatically” across 
programs. The distributed approach to assessment the participant used at this 
institution has benefited their programs by encouraging assessment dialogue 
closer to the point of curriculum delivery. This dialogue has engaged faculty more 
intimately in their programs and led to new assessment efforts, such as a recent 
faculty led initiative to “assess diversity and inclusion efforts in the classroom” in 
support of general education efforts.    
Legitimacy 
Since the inclusion of assessment requirements within the NEASEC 
accreditation standards, the participant #8 stated that at this institution “every 
school has created an outcomes assessment committee” which gives formality to 
the assessment efforts. The Associate Provost or a member of the institutional 
research staff sits on each committee to provide awareness centrally of what is 
occurring within each of the schools and colleges. 
Institutional need 
Participant #8 stated that their institution historically is a “very 
decentralized organization”, “with every tub on its own bottom”. Aligned with this, 
assessment “is the responsibility of each of the schools” and “each of the 
academic deans within each of the schools to ensure this is happening”. The 
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institutional need for individual school/college autonomy within the larger 
organization led to the creation of a distributed model that allows each school to 
design and support their own processes. These schools then “formally report 
every 5 years” to the Provost office.  
Stakeholder buy-in 
The participant’s distributed model engaged faculty at a level closer to 
their expertise and disciplines. Each school created an “outcomes assessment 
committee” which engaged the faculty of each school in the collection, review, 
and consideration of assessment efforts. Broadly, faculty reaction has been 
“mixed” and today “it has been embedded” and “they know they have to do it” 
with some who have “embraced it and realized that it improves teaching” while 
others “are still resistant”. However, overall “negative angst is no longer present 
on campus”. The university approach of embedding the assessment process 
within each school was itself a way to encourage buy-in and was “successful 
because in fact we have told faculty that this is within their domain and 
responsibility, and therefore it is not being pushed upon them by the 
administration". 
Interview Participant #9 
 Interview participant #9 came from an institution with a “low” assessment 
response as determined by the researcher using identified survey questions. The 
institution was private and for profit, located in an urban setting, awarded the 
masters as the highest degree, and was identified with a Carnegie size 
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classification of small.  The participant served as Provost, and was previously 
Associate Provost for assessment. As Provost, the participant had oversight of 
the assessment process within their institution. 
 Perceived Benefits 
As a for profit institution the participant articulated a strong desire to 
demonstrate the quality of the institution’s programs to stakeholders.  
Assessment benefited the institution by providing demonstrable ways that the 
institution is of high quality. A very significant number of students at this 
institution are supported by corporate partners and “if we ask them to invest in us 
we need to show a return on investment". This participant stated an “impetus for 
us to conduct very explicit assessment showing our quality is extremely" 
important. Assessment provided a holistic benefit to the institution by providing a 
means for the institution to “stand behind being affordable, being for profit, and 
being accountable”. 
Legitimacy 
Participant #9’s institution created assessment committees to formalize 
existing assessment efforts. These committees enabled assessment across the 
institution and led to the emergence of a “triad" where “the assessment 
committee is feeding information to the curriculum committee who then also 
works with the faculty engagement committee”. This engagement with other 
formally established committees advances a more holistic approach to 
assessment and is driving enhancements across the institutions programs. 
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Institutional need 
The participant highlighted the institution’s small size, online programs, 
and for profit status as needs driving the institution’s design of assessment 
support. The assessment of student learning at the institution was seen as 
occurring organically, “but could not be demonstrated” because documentation 
was hard to find or not in existence. The organic nature of the assessment 
dialogue was beneficial but the informality of the process limited the institution’s 
ability to leverage the assessment process for institutional benefits or to meet 
accreditation needs. With its small size, the institution chose to embed 
assessment close to program leadership and faculty through assessment 
committees.  
Stakeholder buy-in 
The participant stated that “faculty want to see an ROI” on the programs 
they are delivering and that faculty “are invested in the program”. This desire to 
“demonstrate high quality”, was driving faculty engagement and buy-in for 
assessment. The use of faculty committees to lead assessment leveraged this 
existing base of faculty support.   
Interview Participant #10 
 Interview participant #10 came from an institution with a “high” 
assessment response as determined by the researcher using identified survey 
questions. The institution was private not for profit, located in an urban setting, 
awarded the bachelors as the highest degree, and was identified with a Carnegie 
 123 
size classification of medium/large.  The participant oversees the office of 
institutional effectiveness which supports assessment efforts across the 
institution and is responsible for accreditation, outcome, and assessment 
reporting. 
Perceived Benefits 
The participant stated their institution was a “career focused institution” 
which helps students who have often faced previous challenges. This increases 
the focus on student outcomes and learning across the institution and 
assessment plays a role on “how to make programs better”, to benefit students 
and the institution. The focus on assessment also increased support for faculty 
as they seek to improve their courses and programs by providing dedicated 
resources they can leverage.  
Legitimacy 
The office of institutional effectiveness at the participant’s institution was 
positioned broadly and was not in a reporting line directly to a specific program. 
This enables the office to “be like Switzerland” and help “faculty to do their job 
better” by seeking advice and resources from a neutral party outside of their 
program leadership. The office acted “like an organizational consultant. We help 
them identify issues and help them come up with solutions to take to their 
managers so they can be successful”. This enables a “reflective” process which 
positively impacted faculty and programs. 
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Institutional need 
The participant’s institution has a strong emphasis on outcomes reporting, 
driven by their career-focused programming, open enrollment status, relatively 
young age, and the presence of 12 programs with specialized accreditation. With 
the high number of specialty accredited programs who were assessing learning 
already, there existed less of a need for embedded and cross-program support to 
collect, analyze and report data. Prior accreditation visits had highlighted 
“pockets of excellence” for program assessment but wanted the “process more 
standard across all programs”. In addition, “there is a lot of public data and it has 
to be right” when reported. “Because we have to report that and because it is a 
lot of work, we have an office” which provide support. This office of institutional 
effectiveness provides oversight of reporting for the institution but also 
established training and support for assessment efforts and helps to “cross 
pollinate” efforts across. 
Stakeholder buy-in 
The participant’s institution focused on students learning in support of the 
distinctive missions of their programs. Faculty are engaged in assessment 
“starting at orientation” and faculty development efforts are no “longer how to do 
good group work or how to help students write. Its how to write learning 
outcomes, how to align an assignment to measure a learning outcome, to 
remember to look across data across several courses, how to understand item 
analysis on a common exam”. The institution offers support to “empower” faculty 
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to improve courses and programs. Program viability reviews and considerations 
of program enrollments and revenues, which may feel threatening to faculty, are 
separated from student learning efforts to keep the focus on enhancement of 
student learning.  
Summary of Participants and Themes 
A total of 10 interviews were conducted consisting of five participants from 
low assessment response institutions and five from high response institutions. A 
total of five participants were from public institutions, four from private not for 
profit, and one from a private for-profit. Half of the participants held the title of 
President, two were Provosts, two were assistant or associate Provosts, and one 
was a vice president. A full summary of participant characteristics is shown in 
table 5.2. 
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Table 5.2 Interview Participant Characteristics 
  Participant #1 Participant #2 Participant #3 Participant #4 Participant #5 
 
Level of Institutional Response to 
Assessment Low Low High High High 
Combined Carnegie Size 
Classification Medium/Large Very Small Medium/Large Small Medium/Large 
Institutional Setting Suburban Suburban Urban Urban Suburban 
Institutional Status Public 
Private Not for 
Profit Public Public Public 
Highest Degree Institution Awards Associates Bachelors Masters Doctorate Masters 
Participant's Primary Role President President President Provost President 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  Participant #6 Participant #7 Participant #8 Participant #9 Participant #10 
 
Level of Institutional Response to 
Assessment Low High Low Low High 
Combined Carnegie Size 
Classification Very Small Medium/Large Medium/Large Small Medium/Large 
Institutional Setting Suburban Suburban Suburban Urban Urban 
Institutional Status 
Private Not for 
Profit Public 
Private Not for 
Profit 
Private, For 
Profit 
Private Not for 
Profit 
Highest Degree Institution Awards Bachelors Masters Doctoral Masters Bachelors 
Participant's Primary Role 
Assistant 
Provost President 
Associate 
Provost Provost Vice President 
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Across each of the 10 participant interviews, four common themes were 
observed. These four themes were: perceived benefits; legitimacy; institutional 
needs; and stakeholder buy-in.  
Perceived Benefits 
 Each participant referenced benefits that resulted from increased learning 
assessment activities. Participants 1, 4, 8, and 10 stated benefits specifically 
associated with enhancing student learning within programs and the student 
experience. Participants 2 and 6 more closely associated benefits with enhancing 
the focus on and understanding of the strategic objectives of the institution. 
Benefits related to the increased level of cross-faculty engagement, dialogue, 
and interactions related to student learning were referenced by participants 3 and 
7. Enabling the institution to meet external reporting requirements or 
expectations were referenced by participants 5 and 9.  
Legitimacy 
Participants offered consistent examples of structures which supported the 
legitimacy of assessment efforts within their institution. Participants 1, 4, 5, 6, 7, 
and 9 each referenced utilization of existing faculty committees or governing 
bodies who were formal and had explicit authority. Participants 2, 3, and 8 
referenced embedding the oversight of assessment within existing academic 
authority structures such as the dean. Participant 10 referenced positioning of 
assessment as a cross-school effort with broad support mechanisms. 
 128 
Institutional need  
Participants stated unique institutional needs that informed how 
assessment was advanced within the institution. Participants 1, 5 and 10 cited 
fulfilling external requirements including state or specialized accreditation as 
needs for having an assessment program. Participants 2, 4, and 9 cited the 
unique attributes of their programs, missions, or organizational structures as a 
distinct attribute which informed the needs of their assessment programs. 
Participants 6, 7, and 8 referenced unique faculty structures that needed to be 
recognized within assessment structures.  
Stakeholder buy-in 
Participants referenced faculty buy-in as critical to the assessment 
processes. Participants 2, 3, 4, 7, and 9 stated the presence of engagement 
across all institutional levels – course faculty, program leadership, and board of 
trustees – as an attribute of their assessment program. Participants 1, 6, and 10 
referenced linking assessment efforts with broader university efforts and 
initiatives with existing buy-in. Participants 5 and 8 stated achievement of buy-in 
through the legitimacy of faculty who are in assessment leadership positions.   
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CHAPTER SIX:  SUMMARY AND DISCUSSION 
Introduction 
 The purpose of this study was to explore how institutions of higher 
education responded to changes in NEASC accreditation standards that more 
explicitly required the documentation of student learning outcomes. In chapter 
four there was a presentation and analysis of quantitative data from a survey 
completed by institutions who recently completed a NEASC accreditation visit. 
Chapter five provided a presentation and analysis of qualitative data from 
interviews of survey participants. Chapter six now provides a summary of the 
study, discusses the study findings, reviews implications of these findings on 
practice, provides recommendations for future research, and offers conclusions. 
These sections will collectively provide an overview of the concepts learned 
through this study and how those concepts may impact practice and future 
research. Concluding remarks then offer final insight and comment from this 
research study.  
Study Summary 
 This study explored how institutions of higher education have responded 
to changes in NEASC accreditation standards that more explicitly require the 
documentation of student learning. To facilitate this exploration a mixed methods 
study design was utilized and included a survey and in-depth interviews.  
First, to understand institutional responses the researcher created a 37 
question survey instrument on the Qualtrics research platform organized into 
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three main sections: Basic Institutional Information, Institutional Responses to 
Assessment Management, and Assessment Practices. The potential survey 
population included all nonprofit, 4-year, postsecondary institutions that had their 
NEASC accreditation continued within in the years of 2010-2014. The president 
or equivalent chief executive officer of 115 institutions fitting these criteria were 
solicited for participation through email communications and a total of 77 
complete survey responses were received.  
Second, to provide a deeper understanding into the institutional responses 
the researcher completed a set of individual interviews. An interview protocol was 
developed and included 10 questions. Interview participants were selected from 
a potential group of 38 survey participants who had answered “yes” to an 
interview “opt-in” question. The potential participants were first grouped by “low”, 
“high”, or “neither low nor high” perceived levels of institutional response to 
assessment. To understand variation in institutional responses across levels, the 
final interviewed group included 5 institutions from the “high” response group and 
5 institutions from the “low” response group.  
Quantitative Analysis & Results 
 The quantitative analysis of this study utilized survey data to answer the 
following three research questions: 
1. Is there any association between the existence of formal policies for 
learning assessment and institutional characteristics? 
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2. Is there any association between the existence of formal structures for 
learning assessment and institutional characteristics? 
3. Is there any association between the existence of formal support for 
learning assessment and institutional characteristics? 
To answer these research questions a chi-square test for association was 
conducted between each research question and a set of five identified 
institutional characteristics. The five institutional characteristics included were 
setting (eg. rural), status (eg. private), category (eg. 2-year), highest degree 
awarded (eg. masters) and size (eg. small). The chi-square analyses revealed 
one statistically significant relationship between institutional size and the first 
research question at p = .003. The second and third questions were significant 
below .05, but there does exist a risk of a type I error. The relationship across 
each was moderately strong and allows rejection of the null hypothesis of no 
association between institutional size and the existence of assessment policies, 
structures, or support. 
Qualitative Analysis & Results 
 The qualitative analysis of this study utilized interview data to answer the 
following research question: 
1. Are there any common characteristics that informed the institution’s 
organizational response or approach to assessment? 
To answer this research question the interview data were qualitatively 
analyzed using transcriptions, coding, and qualitative research features of the 
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NVivo software. This process resulted in the identification of four common 
themes as follows: perceived benefits; legitimacy; institutional needs; and 
stakeholder buy-in.   
Discussion of Study Findings 
This study enhanced the understanding of 1) how institutions are 
responding to accreditation requirements to assess student learning 2) if those 
responses varied by institutional characteristics and 3) identified motivating 
factors of why institutions have chosen their particular responses. Institutions of 
postsecondary education in the United States will continue to face increased 
external pressures to document student outcomes and articulate the value and 
impact of their programs. Understanding these emerging institutional responses 
to recent NEASC requirements to assess student learning will benefit the broader 
postsecondary education community as it navigates the changing landscape of 
accountability.  
The quantitative and qualitative results of this this study complemented 
each other. The quantitative analysis showed that institutional responses are not 
associated with common characteristics, beyond size, and the qualitative 
research then revealed how responses are aligned with unique institutional 
needs rather than standardized approaches. Together, these findings paint a 
picture of assessment processes more deeply integrated into institutional 
dialogues. This discussion section reviews four primary interpretations of the 
researcher by considering the qualitative and quantitative findings of this study.  
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Institutions have responded to support assessment 
 When considering the data gathered through this study, the first finding of 
the researcher is that institutions have responded to support more formalized 
assessment of student learning since the NEASC requirements were 
implemented. In addition, those responses vary across institutions. This finding is 
informed by the results of the survey, particularly those in section two entitled 
“Institutional Responses”. 
 The researcher finding that institutions have responded to new learning 
assessment requirements is supported by the survey analysis.  Of all the 
institutions surveyed, 57.1% had a central assessment office or equivalent with a 
primary focus on student learning, 63.5% had a designated official in charge of 
assessment efforts for the institution, and 68.8% had formal institutional level 
policies to require program assessment. These characteristics demonstrate the 
presence of an organizational response to meet learning assessment 
requirements. The majority of institutions had designated leadership for 
assessment, the allocation of support through an institutional office or 
department, and the existence of policies to ensure that learning assessment 
occurs.  
This response of institutions has changed since the NEASC learning 
assessment requirements were introduced in 2005. Of the institutions with an 
assessment office or equivalent, 84.8% had created this office since the 
introduction of the new standards. For institutions with a dedicated official in 
 134 
charge of assessment, 72.2% had created that position since 2004. Collectively 
these findings demonstrate institutional responses to support assessment, 
including the creation of organizational structures since the introduction of the 
new standards. These findings are important as they show institutions are 
responding to the new assessment requirements and allows for exploration of the 
responses themselves, including the motivations and rationale behind the 
response.   
 The organizational responses, while present, are not uniform across 
institutions. This was demonstrated through a survey question that asked 
institutions how they would handle an external request for learning assessment 
data. 40.6% of the institutions had an existing office/individual who maintained 
the data and could respond in full to the inquiry, 35.9% had an existing 
office/individual who could navigate the creation of a response but did not 
maintain that data centrally, and 20.3% would determine on a case by case basis 
their approach to responding. This shows clear variation in how each institution 
would respond, with approximately a third of institutions utilizing each path.  
A finding the researcher found to be interesting was that while student 
learning, particularly the measurement of learning, is largely perceived as a 
faculty role only 22.6% of institutions have added faculty positions since 2005 to 
assist with assessment. In contrast, nearly double this percentage, 53.1%, had 
added staff positions to assist with assessment. Further, 53.2% of survey 
respondents indicated that program faculty were “highly involved” in facilitating 
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assessment, lower than the “highly involved” percentages of staff with an 
assessment role (63.5%), the Dean’s Office (67.8%) or the Provost’s Office 
(66.7%). The researcher finds this to be a unique dynamic as faculty have the 
historic responsibility for student learning at the most intimate levels, yet these 
findings could be perceived as consolidating and advancing systematic 
assessment of student learning initiatives through administrative or staff 
functions, not faculty. This risks making assessment more “administrative” in 
nature, and could bring into question the validity of the assessment processes if 
faculty are not appropriately involved. However, this study did not determine the 
specific roles of staff who are involved in assessment, including recently added 
positions. Therefore it is possible these positions are supportive of faculty efforts 
and not primarily driving assessment. Future research in this area could help to 
further understand this dynamic. 
Institutional characteristics are not the primary drivers of the assessment 
response 
 This study investigated five unique institutional characteristics for 
correlations to assessment responses in the areas of structures, policy, and 
support. The characteristics studied were setting (eg. rural), status (eg. private), 
category (eg. 2-year), highest degree awarded (eg. masters) and size (eg. small). 
Of the 5 institutional characteristics analyzed, the only significant association 
found was for institutional size. Across each of the three areas of investigation 
(structures, policy, and support), the characteristic of institutional size resulted in 
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a significant association across each. The association was moderately strong. 
The researcher can therefore interpret that larger institutions are more likely to 
have structures, policies, and supports in place for learning assessment, and 
smaller institutions are less likely to have them. The other four institutional 
characteristics tested produced no statistically significant associations.  
The second conclusion of the researcher is that institutional characteristics 
collectively are not a primary factor in institutional responses. This is supported 
through the quantitative analysis that showed only 1 of the 5 characteristics 
producing a statistically significant result. The researcher found this result to be 
unexpected for two primary reasons. First, through the researcher’s engagement 
with schools in a professional role the researcher often observed commonalities 
in assessment approaches based on institutional characteristics. Preliminary 
research in advance of this study also indicated approaches may be similar 
based on institutional characteristics. Second, it can be assumed that institutions 
of similar characteristics also face similar external requirements.  
For example, public institutions have additional state requirements that 
private institutions do not have, and 2-year colleges often have student outcome 
expectations that are different from those of 4-year colleges. Or, the academic 
structures of institutional types (such as those who offer a PhD) could be similar. 
Because of this, it could be assumed that institutions with common traits could be 
more likely to have similar approaches to assessment structures, policies, and 
support.  
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However, this was not the case. While size was found to be a significant 
characteristic, no other characteristics were associated with the response. One 
potential explanation for this unanticipated result is that institutional approaches 
to assessment have matured. In the early stages of supporting assessment, 
institutions may have advanced initial support structures more explicitly aligned 
with their characteristics, such as public institutions adding assessment to their 
existing state mandated processes, similar to what the researcher observed 
through preliminary research. However, now that assessment is a common 
dialogue across all institutions and has matured over a decade since the NEASC 
standards were introduced, those characteristics are not a dominant factor in 
assessment designs.  
Support for assessment is informed by institutional needs, not resources 
 With any new external requirement there is often an institutional cost 
associated with meeting that requirement. In the case of assessment, at a 
minimum faculty and staff time is a needed resource to advance assessment. In 
addition, the creation of a specific office to support assessment, addition of new 
faculty or staff, and training or development incentives all require the institution to 
bear a cost. Because postsecondary institutions operate within a resource 
constrained environment, the researcher expected resources and costs to be a 
common theme articulated by presidents when discussing their institutional 
responses to support assessment. For example, a lack of resources may prevent 
an institution from creating an assessment office even though one is desired, or it 
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could force an institution to utilize existing structures primarily to save costs 
instead of for specific strategic or functional reasons. However, through the 
survey and interviews these types of budget tensions were not significantly 
referenced.  
 The third finding of the researcher is that resource considerations are not 
a primary motivating factor in designing assessment processes as viewed 
through the lens of senior institutional leadership. This is supported by the lack of 
resource references across the findings of the four qualitative themes: perceived 
benefits; legitimacy; institutional needs; and stakeholder buy-in. This surprised 
the researcher given the assumption that new assessment requirements must 
impact existing resource allocations. Instead, the researcher found that the need 
to design assessment structures to meet specific external requirements or unique 
institutional needs was more frequent.  
One reason for this lack of budgeting references may be the high 
leadership level of individuals interviewed for the study. These individuals, 
including Presidents and Provosts, often have broad budgeting power which 
allows them to more freely allocate resources to fund assessment related 
initiatives. The researcher believes that “front-line” faculty and staff who are 
implementing assessment process may offer a differing perspective from those in 
senior leadership and perceive budget constraints. In other words, faculty or staff 
may be perceiving resource constraints, but the presidents interviewed did not 
demonstrate this perception. This could indicate that there exists a disconnect 
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between the resource perceptions of presidents who were interviewed for this 
study and those of faculty or staff who are more intimately involved with 
implementing assessment. This dynamic could form the basis for future research.  
 The researcher found that the desire to align assessment with institutional 
needs was more strongly articulated by institutions over any perceived budget or 
resource constraints. This is important because it fosters more meaningful 
assessment activities. Within the theme of institutional needs, participants 
frequently mentioned aligning assessment with processes that mirrored existing 
efforts at the institution (including embedding within existing faculty curriculum 
committees); charging a school or college level dean with responsibility if the 
institution is comprised of multiple units; and if an institutional research office or 
equivalent exists, leveraging that office to advance assessment initiatives. If an 
institution maintained a specialized accreditation, assessment to meet NEASC 
requirements was often aligned with the existing specialized efforts.  
These clear alignments with existing institutional efforts were not cited as 
a cost savings, but as a way to increase viability, effectiveness, buy-in, and 
legitimacy specific to institutional needs. For example, participant #2 referenced 
the institution’s focus on the arts as requiring unique assessment methods, and 
that overall assessment is already “kind of baked into the process” given the 
academic programs unique requirements. To create a new assessment process 
separate from this effort would not be effective in meeting these institutional 
needs. Participant #10 was from a career-focused institution and aligned 
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assessment with a need to increase formal outcomes reporting. Participant #1, at 
a public institution, was required by their state to utilize placement exams for 
students, which assessment needed to align with. In all of these examples, the 
researcher found that institutional needs were driving assessment over resource 
considerations.  
The conversation about assessment is less about assessment 
The researcher designed this study following the adoption of NEASC 
accreditation standards that required an increased focus on the measurement of 
student learning. Based on the researcher’s professional experiences, it was 
observed that typically accreditation requirements were the dominant factor 
which motivated the institutions response. Institutions recognized their need to 
remain accredited and assessment was viewed as an externally imposed 
regulation that had to be fulfilled. To advance assessment efforts within an 
institution, research in the past had seen external requirements and accreditation 
used as a “threat” to motivate internal compliance. Therefore, in the researchers 
professional experience assessment was often perceived as a regulatory 
requirement consisting of a series of steps – define learning goals, measure 
them, write a summary report – framed to meet an external mandate, not 
facilitate a broader conversation on student learning. 
The fourth conclusion of the researcher is that this assumption of 
assessment being viewed as an external requirement is no longer a dominant 
theme when describing assessment.  This was evidenced through the interviews 
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where accreditation requirements were not referenced as a primary or sole factor 
for advancing assessment efforts within the institution, as had been assumed. In 
addition, when describing assessment processes, participants did not reference 
them as being requirement driven, externally mandated, or lacking value. 
Instead, a theme emerged of describing assessment within the context of 
institutional strategy and improvement. The researcher found this result 
surprising given the preliminary research conducted and prior professional 
experiences.  
During the study the researcher found that assessment is increasingly less 
about a process to meet external requirements. Instead, assessment has 
become part of a broader conversation on institutional improvement, 
distinctiveness, and strategy. Interview participant #2, when asked about 
assessment, quickly embedded it within a broader strategic context of creating 
institutional benefit. Assessment was positioned to motivate “conversations 
thinking about how to move the institution forward, and how, then, we could 
enhance our value proposition for recruits”. Participant #6 associated 
assessment with facilitating a deeper understanding of the institution itself, and 
participant #9 valued assessment for highlighting institutional outcomes and 
quality.   
Limitations of the findings 
 The results of this study provide enhanced understanding into institutional 
responses to the assessment requirements of NEASC. While this study followed 
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established research protocols, the findings are not without limitation. There are 
three primary limitations of this study. First, the study did include a broad sample 
of institutions but it did not include every accredited institution. Therefore, the 
results are naturally reflective of those who participated. Second, the study by 
design included only schools who completed an accreditation review in the years 
2010 through 2014. Schools who did not complete a review within this period 
were not the basis for this study and may have different experiences. Third, since 
this study began NEASC has continued to evolve its standards and expectations 
for the assessment of student learning. Therefore, current practices may differ 
and have evolved from the observations of this study. Finally, the interview 
participants included institutional leaders and did not include faculty or staff who 
work directly with assessment on a more frequent basis. The perceptions of 
these faculty or staff could vary from those of their school leaders who were 
interviewed. 
Implications for Practice 
 This study revealed significant insights into how institutions are 
responding to increased requirements to assess student learning. The need for 
postsecondary institutions to increase accountability and demonstrate impact are 
very likely to continue and this study has relevancy for schools considering their 
approaches to assessment. This study has three immediate implications for 
practice. 
 First, as institutions continue designing assessment processes they must 
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approach peer benchmarking carefully. The traditional approach of selecting 
peers based on similar characteristics, such as “large, urban, private institutions” 
benchmarking against other “large, urban, private institutions” may produce 
limited findings. This is because study findings have demonstrated that 
assessment practices are not associated with common institutional 
characteristics. Institutions should not assume that all large schools will need to 
implement assessment in the same way, or that all public institutions will follow 
similar practices. Benchmarking solely on these characteristics will limit the 
potential impact of benchmarking findings. Instead, schools should create 
benchmarking that goes beyond traditional characteristics to include having 
similarity in mission, a complementary situational analysis, or similar contextual 
challenges or opportunities. This enhanced benchmarking set will provide much 
greater value for institutions as they consider designing assessment practices.  
Second, when designing assessment processes institutions should 
consider assessment within a broader context of institutional improvement and 
effectiveness. This study revealed that institutions have appreciated the impact 
assessment can have when it is aligned with broader efforts. Assessment is no 
longer linked only to a specific external requirement. Institutions face a complex 
set of challenges and assessment can be leveraged to solve some. Establishing 
institutional assessment initiatives solely for the purpose of creating reports to 
meet an external requirement is an ineffective use of scarce time and resources. 
Assessment process aligned with strategic institutional efforts created stronger 
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value for the organization. An example of this from the interviews was utilizing 
assessment to help articulate the distinctiveness of the institution, which can then 
assist with student recruitment. This leveraging of assessment to inform or solve 
other challenges can be very beneficial and should not be overlooked. 
Third, institutions must consider that faculty engagement and buy-in 
continues to be vital to ensuring a valid and strong approach to assessment. Two 
of the themes revealed through qualitative analysis, buy-in and legitimacy, both 
require purposeful faculty engagement and effective designs of assessment 
processes. While assessment does appear to be aligning more strongly with 
broader institutional efforts to assess effectiveness and drive distinction, 
institutions should be careful that assessment does not become solely an 
administrative or executive office function. Faculty are continually thinking about 
assessment as they teach and enhance courses, but they or their institution often 
do not recognize how those efforts may relate to broader institutional assessment 
efforts. Existing faculty efforts should be leveraged and brought into this boarder 
conversation, not administratively driven alongside it.  If assessment is pulled too 
far from the faculty, it will lessen its ability to be meaningful, valid, and impactful.  
Recommendations for Future Research 
 This study identified three interesting findings on how institutions have 
responded to requirements to assess student learning that would benefit future 
research. First, it was observed that assessment is increasingly aligned with the 
strategic planning efforts of the institutions, however this study did not explore 
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this dynamic in detail. Further research could provide insights into how 
extensively assessment has been integrated into strategic planning processes, 
where there have been areas of success, and seek to understand how 
assessment is transforming itself into a higher-level process impacting strategy. 
 Second, this study engaged senior leadership of institutions but did not 
extensively engage participants at other levels of the institution, including faculty 
and staff who are on the “front line” of implementing assessment. Further 
research on the perceptions of assessment across other levels of the institution 
would form an interesting comparison with the perspectives that presidents 
articulated in this study. Do the perspectives align, or are they contradictory? Are 
Presidents accurately articulating the assessment processes at their institutions? 
If assessment continues to align with broader strategic processes, the full 
institution will need to be supportive, not just the president. 
 Third, this study demonstrated institutional responses but it made no 
judgement on the effectiveness of those responses.  Does further integration of 
assessment into strategic efforts have any impact on student learning or 
outcomes? Are institutions with offices dedicated to assessment more likely to 
increase student learning? Research into the effectiveness of the responses 
would provide a great benefit to practice and inform future research.  
Conclusions 
 Assessment of student learning is, and will continue to be, an influential 
and important issue across postsecondary education institutions. How these 
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institutions respond to existing assessment requirements will influence future 
policy conversations. This study demonstrated how institutions have responded. 
The response across institutions is as varied as the institutions themselves, but 
they each are seeking authenticity, engagement, and impact across all 
institutional stakeholders. This study demonstrated that a reliance on institutional 
characteristics, except for size, does not provide a basis for predicting the 
existence of assessment policies, structures, or support. Assessment is instead 
increasingly aligned with unique institutional qualities, such as possessing a 
portfolio approach to learning or primarily delivering career-focused training.  In 
conclusion, this study demonstrated that institutions are responding to calls for 
increased assessment of student learning, and assessment efforts are now very 
much a part of institutional life. These efforts are no longer primarily perceived as 
an externally mandated process as institutions have begun leveraging 
assessment to drive strategic institutional change, effectiveness, and 
distinctiveness. As assessment practices continue to evolve, understanding 
institutional responses to assessment will be an important topic for future 
research to inform national dialogue and policy development.  
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Survey Introduction 
As part of a research study on Institutional Responses to the Learning 
Assessment Requirements of NEASC, the goal of this survey is to gain 
understanding into how institutions have begun to respond to the learning 
assessment requirements of the New England Association of Schools and 
Colleges.  By selecting continue below, you will take a single survey which 
should take no more than 15 minutes to complete. No benefits are provided for 
completing this survey.  You may refuse to answer any question in the survey 
and may also withdraw your participation at any time. The risk of allowing us to 
use and store your information is a potential loss of privacy.  All responses are 
identified in the order in which they are received and stored on a secured 
Qualtrics server. Upon completion of the study any identifying information is 
destroyed. The remaining anonymous data will be analyzed to answer the study 
research questions and generalize results. 
This survey is being led by Steven Davidson, Associate Dean at Boston 
University Questrom School of Business and doctoral student at Boston 
University School of Education supervised by Dr. Kathleen Vaughan, 
kvaughan49@verizon.net. If you have any questions on the study you may 
contact Steven Davidson at sdavids2@bu.edu or 617-358-5250, or Dr. Vaughan. 
For questions on your rights or role as a research participant you may contact the 
Boston University Institutional Research Board at 617-358-6115. 
By clicking continue below you consent to the survey as outlined above. 
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Please answer the following questions to provide context on your basic 
institutional profile. 
 
Which best describes your institution’s status? 
 Public (1) 
 Private, not for profit (2) 
 Private, for profit (3) 
 
Is your institution located within the United States? 
 Yes (1) 
 No (2) 
 
What is the highest degree level your institution awards? 
 Not degree granting (1) 
 Associates (2) 
 Bachelors (3) 
 Masters (4) 
 Doctorate (5) 
 
Which of the settings below best describes your institution? 
 Urban (1) 
 Suburban (2) 
 Rural (3) 
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Please select a category which most closely matches your institution: 
 Primarily 2-year degree granting (1) 
 Primarily 4-year degree granting (2) 
 Award Masters degrees (3) 
 Award PhD degrees (4) 
 Research University (5) 
 
Approximate total student enrollment (non-degree, undergraduate and 
graduate):  
 
In what year was your last NEASC continuation of accreditation visit? 
 
Please answer the following questions on how your institution manages learning 
assessment processes. 
 
Within your institution, what is the name of the office that has primary 
responsibility for submission of information to NEASC for accreditation 
purposes? 
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If you received a request from NEASC for information related to student learning, 
which response most closely matches the process your institution would follow? 
 We have an office or designated person who centrally maintains data on 
student learning across our degree programs (1) 
 We have an office or designated person who would solicit the information 
from individual programs/schools (2) 
 We would respond to requests on a case by case basis to determine how we 
would seek out the requested information on student learning (3) 
 We do not have an existing process to collect data on student learning (4) 
 Other: (5) ____________________ 
 
Does your institution have a central “assessment office” or functional equivalent 
that has a primary focus on facilitating or supporting student learning assessment 
initiatives? 
 Yes (1) 
 No (2) 
 
Did this "assessment office" or equivalent also exist in 2004? 
 Yes (1) 
 No (2) 
 
Does your institution have a designated official in charge of assessment efforts 
for the overall institution? 
 Yes (1) 
 No (2) 
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Did this position exist in 2004? 
 Yes (1) 
 No (2) 
 
Is this position a faculty or staff position? 
 Faculty (1) 
 Staff (2) 
 
Is leading assessment activities this official's primary responsibility? 
 Primary responsibility (1) 
 A responsibility, but not their primary responsibility (2) 
 
Generally speaking, which entity within your institution has primary responsibility 
for the collection of data on student learning? 
 President’s Office (1) 
 Provost’s Office (2) 
 Institutional Research Office (3) 
 Standalone Assessment Office (4) 
 Dean’s Office (school/college) (5) 
 Degree/Program level office (6) 
 Individual Academic Departments (7) 
 Other: (8) ____________________ 
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Does your institution have an Institutional Research Office (or equivalent)? 
 Yes (1) 
 No (2) 
 
If your institution has the equivalent of an institutional research office, does this 
office collect information related to the direct measurements of student learning?  
 Yes (1) 
 No (2) 
 
Does your institution have a dedicated central budget to support the assessment 
of student learning? 
 Yes (1) 
 No (2) 
 
Since 2005, has your institution created a new office or department to assist with 
the assessment of student learning? 
 Yes (1) 
 No (2) 
 
Since 2005, has your institution added staff positions to assist with the 
assessment of student learning? 
 Yes (1) 
 No (2) 
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Since 2005, has your institution added faculty positions to assist with the 
assessment of student learning? 
 Yes (1) 
 No (2) 
 
Does your school have an institutional level policy guiding the assessment of 
student learning across your programs? 
 Yes (1) 
 No (2) 
 
Does this institutional policy require programs, departments, or schools to define 
key concepts, competencies, or learning goals related to student learning? 
 Yes (1) 
 No (2) 
 
Does this policy also require that they collect measurements of student learning 
towards these defined goals, concepts, or competencies? 
 Yes (1) 
 No (2) 
 
Does your school have an institutional level policy requiring programs to report, 
on a defined schedule, the assessment activities the programs are undertaking? 
 Yes (1) 
 No (2) 
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If your institution requires the ongoing collection of measurement data on student 
learning, which institutional level does this policy target? 
 Schools/Colleges must collect information on student learning (1) 
 Each degree program must collect information on student learning (2) 
 Each academic department must collect information on student learning (3) 
 Other: (4) ____________________ 
 
Please rate the level of involvement in facilitating your school’s learning 
assessment activities by each of the following populations: 
  Not involved (1) 
Occasionally 
involved (2) 
Moderately 
Involved (3) 
High Involved 
(4) 
President’s 
Office (1)             
Provost’s Office 
(2)             
School/College 
Dean’s Office 
(3) 
           
Staff with 
assessment role 
(4) 
           
Academic 
Departments (5)             
Program Faculty 
(6)             
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When answering the following questions on overall assessment practices, please 
provide answers which most typically represent the learning assessment 
activities within your institution. 
 
In a few sentences, please describe any governing body, or office, which has 
primary responsibility for managing the assessment process: 
 
What is the primary use of information collected during the assessment process? 
 
Are there resources or supporting offices available to encourage faculty 
participation in the assessment process? 
 Yes (1) 
 No (2) 
 
Are there financial resources available for faculty to attend assessment related 
conferences or workshops? 
 Yes (1) 
 No (2) 
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Does the faculty governing body which most closely develops/maintains a degree 
program’s curriculum review learning assessment data? 
 Yes (1) 
 No (2) 
 
When a change in a curriculum/program is proposed, is learning assessment 
information typically included as part of the proposal? 
 Yes (1) 
 No (2) 
 
Please provide any additional comments on the assessment practices within your 
institution you feel are relevant: 
 
As a possible follow-up to this survey, would you be available to briefly speak 
further about assessment practices at your institution? 
 Yes (1) 
 No (2) 
 
If so, please provide your name, title, and preferred contact email address and 
you may be contacted by the primary investigator of this study: 
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Dear «Title» «Chief_Executive_Last»: 
 
I am writing to ask you to complete a brief survey about your institutional efforts 
relating to the assessment of student learning. This research is being conducted 
as part of my Ed.D. dissertation, A Study of Institutional Responses to the 
Learning Assessment Requirements of NEASC, which seeks to better 
understand how institutions of higher education are responding to increased calls 
for assessment.  
 
I currently serve as Associate Dean for Academic Programs at Boston University 
Questrom School of Business and work on accreditation and assessment related 
issues. As part of my dissertation research I am particularly focused on the role 
played by accreditors, including NEASC, in defining and institutionalizing learning 
assessment.  
 
As the leader of an institution which has gone through an accreditation review 
since 2010, your response to a brief 15 minute survey will provide insightful data 
to inform my research. I would be grateful for your response or a referral to a 
designee who could best complete this survey. Upon completion of my study I 
am happy to share my findings with your institution or discuss the research 
further. A copy of this email is also attached. 
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The following link may be used to complete the survey: 
https://bostonu.qualtrics.com/SE/?SID=SV_bvzLg2Jwt7qauON 
 
Thank you in advance for your time and please let me know if you have any 
questions. 
 
Regards, 
Steve 
Steven H. Davidson 
Associate Dean, Academic Programs, Boston University Questrom School of 
Business 
Doctoral Candidate, Educational Leadership & Policy, Boston University School 
of Education 
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